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This paper investigates the history and architecture of the functionally obsolete and 
abandoned Henry River Mill Village and offers a preservation strategy for the site. This 
thesis contributes to the historical narrative of the textile industry and the landscapes that 
emerged from this industry in the state of North Carolina between 1880 and 1915.  
Based on research via primary and secondary sources, a site visit, interviews with 
historians, planners, non-profits and local and state leaders over a year-long period, it 
became apparent that traditional preservation strategies for Henry River were not 
appropriate and/or viable options. The preservation strategy offered is for the site to 
function as a cultural resource set in a public park, with the extant and ruinous 
architecture stabilized and interpreted, with the exception of the company store which 
should be rehabilitated and renovated. The site will function as a connector to the region 
and state’s greenway and blueway corridors. 
To conclude, preservation in this form, as a “ghost town,” represents the state’s textile 
heritage in the purest form because its ruinous state does not conceal the post-industrial 
condition of the departed textile industry. Refurbished historic sites are not realistic 
representations of the condition of the recent past. Henry River Mill Village could serve as 






The Henry River Mill Village is a historic textile company town in the foothills of the 
Blue Ridge Mountains near Hildebran, North Carolina. It is Burke County’s only planned 
community and the town was laid out in 1902. Company towns’ life as communities—
whether textile mills or mining towns—relied on the economic health of the industry that 
sustained them. When the textile industry in North Carolina drastically down-sized 
following the Second World War, mill villages like Henry River became obsolete and 
eventually abandoned.  
The impact of the textile industry in North Carolina’s history and development 
cannot be described as less than revolutionary. Generations of North Carolinians lived, 
were educated, worked and even worshipped in textile company towns. For many, spending 
the majority of one’s life in a mill village was the rule, not the exception.1 The textile 
industry was the catalyst of the South’s transition from an agrarian to an industrialized 
society and its impact was severe. Textile industrialization expanded rapidly during the 
years 1880-1915, an era known as the “Cotton Mill Campaign.” Towns and cities all over 
the state of North Carolina received mills and these distinct company town landscapes were 
a familiar sight throughout the state. The once ubiquitous presence of these textile 
landscapes, however, is slowly disappearing.  
The decline of the textile industry during the past forty or so years led to mills’ and 
mill towns’ functional obsolescence. In a state where the textile business was paramount, 
there are several consequences to its departure. Cities, towns and small communities are 
often left with extensive complexes and entire towns vacated, leading to an appearance of 




neglect and depression. To combat the economic devastation of the loss of industry, the 
state of North Carolina--spearheaded and created by Preservation North Carolina--created 
tax credit programs as incentives to rehabilitate these vacated industrial complexes 
(including industry-affiliated residential villages.)  
The utilization of the tax credit has been sweepingly successful in adaptively reusing 
the state’s industrial heritage. Two former textile ghost towns, Edenton and Glencoe 
Villages, respectively, have been completely rehabilitated for private use. Henry River, 
however, poses unique challenges which confound the prescriptive mill village 
revitalization formula. The question of what to do with Henry River--that is, what is an 
alternative to the private residential approach--formed the impetus of this thesis. Although 
challenge-stricken, the Henry River site is no less a remarkable historic and cultural 
resource which possesses an active, local preservation constituency, and at the moment, 
national attention because of the blockbuster film, The Hunger Games.  
This paper explores a public approach to save the former village, as opposed to the 
traditional private approach. Many textile landscapes have been rehabilitated to a level of 
sterility, with only small museums interpreting the importance of textiles in North 
Carolina’s industrial history. This is not to say that the strategy offered in this paper 
supplant the greatly successful mill village revitalization strategy employed by 
Preservation North Carolina. The strategy explored is specialized and site-specific to Henry 
River, in hopes that the site can remain intact and authentic for future generations.  
Henry River village was originally composed of a dam, company store, a two-story 
boarding house, thirty-five workers’ houses and the main mill building, as well as ancillary 
structures, all of which is sited on a hill overlooking the Henry River.  Currently the 
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company store and twenty workers’ houses remain, although foundations of the lost 
structures are also present. The main mill building burned in 1977 and currently twelve 
workers’ homes have been lost to demolition or fire. Most recently, one of the workers’ 
houses was burned intentionally as part of a film set for The Hunger Games.  Although 
vacant for decades, the Henry River Mill Village retains a distinct sense of place that is 
unique to Burke County and the piedmont South. 
Collectively, the buildings, ruins and landscape of Henry River Mill Village possess 
an identity and sense of place. These groups of buildings typify the history and development 
patterns of “Cotton Mill Campaign” community planning in the piedmont, and the village is 
the only example of its kind in Burke County and the state of North Carolina. Further, 
because of its abandonment, the extant architecture of this village has not been adulterated 
by additions or modern upgrades and therefore possesses a high degree of integrity.  The 
village is an authentic surviving example of a Southern textile landscape and possesses 
value as a cultural, historic and natural resource. The defunct and vacated village occupies 
seventy-two acres and is adjacent to the Henry River, a clean water resource. It is also less 
than two miles from Interstate 40, making it easily accessible. 
Henry River individually was a small part of a grandiose economic framework at the 
turn of the century in rural North Carolina. Textile mill locations were determined by 
riparian siting because of the reliance on waterpower and the mill’s labor was supported by 
a company town built and controlled by the mill owner(s). Textile manufacturing elevated 
North Carolina to industrialized society in the New South and Henry River survives as a 
relic of Burke County and the piedmont’s transition from farm to factory. The textile 
industry also held social and moral implications and aided the South’s recovery from the 
Civil War and Reconstruction. The industry uplifted a destitute population and for many, 
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factory life in a mill town was a vast improvement compared to the prior condition of the 
farm.  
Officially called the Henry River Manufacturing Company, the mill produced 
combed cotton yarns and operated from 1905 until 1960 with 160 people employed during 
its highest production output. The town was founded by four men: David William Aderholdt 
and brother Marcus Lafayette along with Miles R. Rudisill and Michael Erastus Rudisill. 
Prior to Henry River, David William Aderholdt founded the Gaston and Vivian Cotton Mills 
in Cherryville, North Carolina. The Aderholdt and Rudisill families were influential leaders 
and instrumental in the overall development of Burke County.   
The particular picturesque nature of the Henry River site is a quintessential 
example of a late nineteenth to early twentieth century cotton mill community. Mill 
operatives gave careful and thoughtful consideration to ease mill worker’s shift from an 
agrarian lifestyle to one in a factory.  Owners employed specific and deliberate design 
features at Henry River in order to create a bucolic atmosphere within an inherently 
industrial landscape. These features include worker housing that is emulative of vernacular 
farmhouses of the era and region, generously sized yards with ample room for gardens and 
livestock as well as curvilinear, winding streets. 
The Henry River complex is nearly intact and this landscape retains integrity 
because of its relative isolation due to ownership. Its survival is notable because owners of 
many cotton villages in North Carolina sold off the mill houses to individual owners 
beginning in the 1930s when the industry first began to display economical unease. In 
many cases, this led to alterations of individual homes which, in turn, undermined the 
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uniform, cohesive quality that characterizes “Cotton Mill Campaign”-era textile mill 
villages.  
Henry River, however, has only had a couple of ownerships2 since its inception. The 
Henry River site also is representative of the evolution of textile mill villages in in the 
piedmont. This evolution is communicated in the village’s initial settlement in the foothills 
near a water supply for hydropower, followed by the adaptation of technological advances of 
the steam engine and finally, the utilization of electrical power to become a self-sustaining 
community by the 1920s. 
 The site is representative of the improvements of landscape design features that 
occurred throughout the piedmont South in textile company towns as introduced and 
exemplified by landscape architect Earle S. Draper. These landscape design elements 
include the incorporation of tree plantings, sidewalks, retaining walls, and stairways which 
contribute to both the beautification and functional cohesion of the village. Henry River 
never underwent modern upgrades that other textile mill villages received such as indoor 
plumbing or the conversion of duplexes to single-family residences, rendering the village in 
much of the same state and appearance, although not as well maintained, as it appeared a 
century ago. Further, because the entire village has been under control of more or less 
single ownership and individual parcels were never sold, the landscape and topography 
abutting the Henry River remains undisturbed. The integrity of the buildings upon this 
landscape is immediately apparent and communicates a stark juxtaposition with a 
                                                          
2 Ownerships defined in terms of use. The village was owned essentially in two phases: the first 
phase when the community was an active industrial site owned and operated by the Rudisills and/or 
Aderhodlts. The second phase of ownership is defined as the period after the mill closed and the 
entire property was purchased by Wade Sheppard and never recovered industrial operations and 
therefore new residents.  
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sprawling strip mall development that encroaches immediately to the north of the site in 
nearby Hildebran.  
Prior and current preservation efforts of Henry River 
Preservation measures at the Henry River Village have lagged significantly since 
the 1970s. The village appeared on the Historic American Engineering Record in 1972, and 
received listing on the North Carolina National Register Study List in 1973. The National 
Register Study List (NRSL) is unique to North Carolina and has been used in the state 
since 1969, the same year the state received and submitted its first National Register 
nominations.  The Study List serves as a preliminary step in the review process for the 
National Register of Historic Places nominations and screens out properties that are clearly 
not eligible or highly unlikely to receive nomination on the National Register.   
Inclusion on the Study List does not a guarantee a property’s eligibility. 
Additionally, it is a useful tool for local preservation planning because it “acknowledges the 
potential significance of properties and districts long before they can be formally nominated 
to the National Register and may help stimulate preservation activity at the local level.3  
The list is not static, however, and once a property is listed it may be taken off. Conversely, 
a property that wasn’t initially eligible may become listed after the passage of time. Henry 
River‘s listing occurred nearly forty years ago and should be re-evaluated as the resource 
has changed since its listing.  
Preservation efforts substantially languished after the main mill building burned 
down at Henry River in 1977. There was a local preservation constituency resurgence in the 
                                                          
3 North Carolina State Historic Preservation Office, The “Study List” and the National Register of 





early 2000s, which evaporated and former committee members moved out of the area.  A 
current interest in preservation of the site exists, which includes the release of an Images of 
America4 book about the village, and most recently the deluge of interest in the Henry 
River site because it served as the set for District 12 of the Hunger Games. The film itself 
poses many preservation threats including the burning of one of the mill houses as part of 
the film, and in recent weeks the immense success of the film has attracted visitors to the 
site, with unknown consequences. As of the summer of 2012, there are no policies or plans 
in place to protect the historic site.   
  
                                                          
4 Authored by Nicole Callihan. Mrs. Callihan is a NYU professor whose mother grew up in Henry 




CHAPTER ONE: TEXTILES and NORTH CAROLINA 
No industry has had a greater impact on North Carolina’s history than textile 
manufacturing. In nearly every region of the state, particularly the piedmont, textile 
production has shaped every facet of life—business, politics, architecture, social relations, 
culture. Many communities throughout the state derive their character from the presence 
of the textile industry.5  
– Brent Glass, North Carolina historian 
 
 Textile manufacturing was the catalyst for recovery after the Civil War in North 
Carolina. It was responsible for the state’s elevation to an industrialized society and 
improved the standard of living for thousands of people. Prior to this industrialization, 
North Carolina and states in the South had not developed in the ways and pace that other 
nations and northern states had. Textile manufacturing in North Carolina peaked around 
1900—considerably late compared to its origins in Britain nearly a century prior. 
 The year 1793 witnessed two technological innovations that changed the textile 
industry and the American economy drastically. The first innovation was the steam engine. 
The industrial revolution in regard to the textile industry solidified in 1793 when James 
Watt, a Scottish inventor, developed a steam engine for textile manufacturing in the United 
Kingdom. This adaptation “…created a mechanical system through which engines powered 
by either water or steam could operate machinery for the mass production of yarn and cloth 
and made it possible for the textile industry to move out of the home and shop and into the 
factory.”6 New England states, notably Massachusetts, adopted and improved British 
                                                          
5 Brent Glass, The Textile Industry in North Carolina: A History (Raleigh: North Carolina 
Department of Archives and History, 1992), xiv. 
 
6 Ibid, 3. The American textile industry began when Samuel Slater of Rhode Island and Francis 
Cabot Lowell of Massachusetts established spinning and weaving mills in Pawtucket (1791) and 
Waltham (1813). Pawtucket Falls and Lowell became “the standard for industrial development 
throughout the nation.” 
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manufacturing technologies in their mills. As the New England states’ populations 
burgeoned, so did textile manufacturing in the region.  
The Antebellum Period  
As cotton spinning firmly entrenched New England as an industrial economy in the 
late eighteenth century, conversely, the second technological innovation--the cotton gin--
relegated the South to dependence on cotton cultivation and retarded its overall 
industrialization until nearly the twentieth century. The southern states’ “…inadequate 
system of communication and transportation, the dispersal of small, isolated farms 
throughout the colonial frontier, and the absence of adequate ports to support trade”7 also 
severely limited its industrial growth. Eli Whitney’s invention in 1793 drastically reduced 
the price of the raw material, and coupled with the steam engine in factories in New 
England created the beginning of mass production of cotton products in the United States. 
Industry that existed in the Carolinas, Virginia and Georgia evaporated following the 
invention of the cotton gin: “By Whitney’s invention…cotton planting became so profitable. 
Factories were abandoned….As cotton and slavery advanced, the population of free white 
working people were driven further and further into mountain country, and thus many of 
the white industrial workers of 1800 became the poor mountain farmers of 1850…”8 At the 
heart of this economic system was the reliance on the free labor of enslaved Africans.  
                                                                                                                                                                                           
 
7 Glass, 1. 
 




 The widespread reliance on slave labor in the South in regard to cotton “…made the 
life of the free white laborer economically difficult, if not impossible.”9 Since the workforce 
was almost essentially free slave labor, whites could not compete with blacks for 
employment. Most people in the south at this time became poor farmers, as they  
…could not compete with the large planters who bought up the best land and 
cultivated it on an extensive scale….The result was that the small farmers were 
pushed back on the poorer lands, and many of them were pushed into the foothills. 
There were few alternative ways of making a living, as cotton held full sway.10  
Piedmont North Carolina, the focus of this study, differed from this standard. The piedmont 
overall lacked grand, slave-holding landowners and instead was composed of many small 
farms, averaging around one hundred and fifty acres each.11 The region also had several 
small commercial towns and government centers like Charlotte, Salem, and Salisbury that 
created and provided markets in addition to the small-scale farming population. 
Regardless, the overall destitution of the rural populations is integral in understanding the 
impact of the textile industry after the abolition of slavery and the end of the Civil War. 
The disintegration of free slave labor served as the catalyst for the South’s 
industrialization, and even though North Carolina was not as dependent on this slave labor 
as other states, (such as South Carolina, for instance), it became swept in the whirlwind of 
the “Cotton Mill Campaign” of the greater South following the end of the war. 
  
                                                          
9 Lois MacDonald, Southern Mill Hills: A Study of Social and Economic Forces in Certain Textile 
Mill Villages (New York: Astoria Press, 1928), 10. 
 
10 Ibid, 10. 
 




Post-Civil War and the Rise of the Southern Industry  
The Civil War was the economic and political ruin of the Southern States and 
Reconstruction sought to reorganize or eliminate the institutions of the antebellum period. 
In 1921, author Broadus Mitchell explained how  
…the invention of the cotton gin held to slavery instead of liberty, insisted upon 
States’ rights in place of nationality, and chose agriculture alone rather than embracing the 
rising industrialism. As a result, the task since 1865 has been to liberalize the South in 
thought, nationalize its politics, and industrialize it in production.12  
Textile manufacturing uplifted the south after the war, both economically and 
socially and mill villages symbolized rebirth and a new order. A writer’s witness to the 
revolution was captured in 1883: “…the past few years have seen factories springing up all 
over….The South is destined at no distant day to not only raise cotton…but to manufacture 
it…thus keeping at home all of the profits.”13 In the years immediately following the war, 
textile manufacturing exploded, accompanied by a cry of “more mills!”  
In 1870, there were 151 textile mills accounted for; by 1880, 161; by 1890, 239; and 
by 1900 there were 401 mills in the piedmont region according to a study by Broadus 
Mitchell14. During the “Cotton Mill Campaign” era, from 1880-1915, North Carolina’s 
textile manufacturing increased five-fold. For example, in 1885 the average number of 
spindles a mill had was around three or four thousand spindles, whereas the average in 
1915 was around ten-thousand.15 The textile industry in North Carolina and the Southern 
                                                          
12 Broadus Mitchell, The Rise of the Cotton Mills in the South (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Press, 
1921), vii. 
 





15 Glass, 34-35. 
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states developed so quickly because of the region’s many advantages. This included the 
proximity of the raw material to the production site, the climate, water power and a 
substantial labor force, “the labor probably the most important factor of all.” 16  
The earliest mills in North Carolina relied on water power. Although the state did 
not possess all of the technologies of industrial New England, it did have  
…an abundance of small, swift streams that could provide waterpower….Geologic 
conditions in the piedmont section of the state were especially favorable for 
waterpower industry. The varying degrees of hardness and erosion rates of 
metamorphic rock formations caused conditions that produced rapids and falls…17  
In 1890 there were approximately ninety-one mills in operation in the state and 
more than seventy of these relied on water as a direct source of power. As cotton mills in 
North Carolina continued to grow, “water powers became more important than land.”18 This 
reliance on hydropower had actually contributed to some mill towns’ isolation, as many of 
the sites were not accessible by railroad and other major transportation routes. 
Waterpower determined the location and how the mill villages themselves appeared. 
Mill village appearance in many parts of North Carolina, including Henry River, 
“maintained closer ties with the countryside and the rhythms of agrarian life than with the 
harsh realities of industrialization as it existed in England and other parts of the United 
States…waterpower helped to preserve this rural tradition.”19 Waterpower mills sited on 
rivers or streams evoked a bucolic atmosphere, which helped attract workers from nearby 
                                                                                                                                                                                           
 
16 MacDonald, 15. 
 
17 Glass, 5. 
 
18 Mitchell, 144. 
 




farms who were accustomed to a rural life. Workers’ homes had large lots with ample room 
for gardens and the housing resembled farmhouses. Mill villages often “bore a closer 
resemblance to an agricultural crossroads than to a birthplace of an industrial 
revolution.”20 This appearance was important, especially in a state with a long history and 
tradition of an agrarian way of life. A textile mill along a stream “did not at all threaten the 
vision of North Carolina as an agricultural society” and communicated more of a 
romanticization of “pastoral themes of continuity rather than notions of the financial 
rewards of the industrial revolution.” 21  
The scenery eased the shift to the life of a factory worker. One worker explained, “a 
new operative from the country naturally goes to a country mill. These people look on 
Spartanburg as I would look on New York City, as a great big corrupt assemblage of 
humanity where folks can’t raise their children right.”22 The people came to the mills with 
hopes of a better life and made their homes in this pastoral yet industrialized setting. The 
conditions under which people came to the cotton mills in North Carolina is best explained 
as follows: 
The people seeking work in the mills and factories… had fallen victim to the collapse 
of the state’s agricultural economy in the 1880s and especially the 1890s….More 
than in any previous generation, however, the ranks of labor were filled by farm 
families beaten down by a seemingly endless cycle of crop failure, pest invasions, low 
prices, indebtedness. The long-suffering people of the rural piedmont sought nothing 
more than the basic security of cash wages, a company house, and perhaps an 
education for their smaller children.23  
Another author explained how the shift to the factories was  
                                                          
20 Glass, 17. 
 
21 Ibid, 27-28. 
 
22 Mitchell, 192. Interview with W.J. Britton in Spartanburg, South Carolina on September 5, 1916. 
 




…the last stand of a defeated people to come back to a place in the sun, and the task 
of building mills was entered upon with the patriotic and religious fervor. The mills 
were community ventures; men subscribed to them because they wanted to prove 
good citizens.24 
 The mills gave employment for the first time to “the necessitous masses of poor whites, for 
the sake of the people themselves…” and heavy emphasis laid on the philanthropic nature 
of the industry, that there was a “genuineness of altruism as a motive in the Cotton Mill 
Campaign.”25 A speaker at a textile conference explained how the cotton industry was a 
“…divine institution….These cotton mills were established that people might find 
themselves and be found. It is a spiritual movement.”26 It is important to note that the 
focus of Cotton Mill Campaign movement was to uplift of the lower classes, there was much 
emphasis on providing labor for poor whites. The cotton mills provided an escape from 
competition with the blacks, who were newly admitted to the labor force after 
emancipation. 
The majority of people who poured into the mills were poor, so housing was provided 
for them. A publication from the era explained the transition: “The move to the mill village 
meant a move to community life, where the houses were placed a few yards apart….The 
farm tools have been cast aside, and the open air worker with the hoe or plow has become a 
tender of machines in a close, hot factory.”27 With such a stark switch from farming, “It 
might be supposed that objection to indoor employment and life in a mill village would be 
frequent with people with rural traditions. It must be remembered… dislike of a mill 
                                                          
24 MacDonald, 16-17. 
 
25 Broadus, 132. 
 
26 MacDonald, 17. John W. Speake, Speech before Conference of Southern Textile Social Service 
Association in Greenville, South Carolina, May 2, 1926. Quoted verbatim from notes of Lois 
MacDonald. 
 




community could not be very strong in the face of the barrenness of country living.”28 These 
people came to the mills with neither the knowledge nor capital for home ownership, and so 
it was provided for them. During the mill boom and into the 1920s, a distinct textile 
landscape of factories surrounded by workers’ cottages emerged in North Carolina. 
The textile landscape was distinctive because of the presence of housing as a part of 
the industrial complex. These company towns—towns in which all structures, goods, 
services, and operations were owned and controlled by the company—first had a dominant 
presence in the cotton towns of New England a century prior. Housing and textiles 
interwove simply because textiles are the oldest factory industry; there was already a model 
in place which consisted of low-rent, subsidized housing. A key factor inherent in the 
provision of housing was that it also kept wages low and a cheap and ample labor supply 
fueled the rapid growth of the industry. 
 During the years 1894-1927, the Southern textile worker earned forty percent less 
than that of other workers throughout the nation.29 The workers were paid very little for 
two main reasons. The first reason was by the turn of the twentieth century, many 
mechanical innovations were in place in mills which eliminated the need for skilled and 
therefore higher-paid labor. The second reason for meager wages was the destitute 
economic backgrounds of the families who came seeking work. In other words, these 
workers took what they could get.  
Overall, the growth of this industry in the South was tremendous. In 1900, the 
region possessed twenty-four percent of the nation’s spindles, and up to seventy-two percent 
                                                          
28 Mitchell, 192. 
 
29 Margaret Crawford, Building the Workingman’s Paradise: The Design of American Company 




by 1939.30 By the turn of the century, ninety-two percent of textile workers lived in 
company housing.31  
Another attribute of the southern textile company town was the presence of the 
company store. The company store was owned by the mill and provided goods to the 
workers. In many cases, goods purchased at the company store were bought with credit or 
mill-specific tokens instead of currency. The role of the company store originally was to 
provide convenience to workers in the towns’ very isolated locations and evolved to  
…create an economic bond between mill and employee…the practice of deducting 
store bills from earnings produced a state of chronic indebtedness. Without credit 
elsewhere, employees became dependent on the mill for daily necessities…tying the 
worker to his employer [which] helped stabilize the workforce.32  
The factory, the housing, and the company store were the standard composition of textile 
mill villages, although more extensive villages possessed other structures like schools and 
churches. Mill village design prior to the 1920s was simple and determined by a couple of 
factors: proximity to waterpower, and compactness, as employees typically did not own cars 
and walked to the factory from their homes. By 1899, mill design had been completely 
standardized,33 complete with architectural designs for houses and factories and everything 
one needed to know about to successfully open and manage a textile town. 
 D.A. Tompkins, a South Carolina native who settled in Charlotte was the first 
textile industrial theorist and created a manual titled Cotton Mill, Commercial Features.  
Tompkins designed and constructed over one hundred textile company towns in the South 
                                                          
30 Ibid, 175. 
 
31 Ibid, 177. 
 
32 Ibid, 178. 
 




and his manual served as a veritable source for inquiries concerning the industry. In his 
book, when location and surrounding are discussed, the only stipulations that are made 
that pertained to the environment were the proximity to waterpower, raw material and 
transportation.34  
The traditional mill town that emerged, then, was the “mill hill.” The “mill hill” was 
the side of a hill which sloped up from a river or stream and was cleared for the mill 
complex. Workers’ housing was constructed typically in straight rows and imitated 
inexpensive rural dwellings mimicking designs outlined in Tompkins’ book. The company 
store and other buildings clustered near the mill or “were interspersed with the houses 
without establishing a formal relationship to either.”35 This gave the mill village its 
quintessential appearance of uniformity.  
Refined textile mill design lay with a landscape architect, architect and planner 
named Earle Draper. Draper, a student of the Olmsted school36, adjusted the traditional 
building patterns that composed the textile landscape. Some of the design elements that 
Draper used in hundreds of textile villages throughout the piedmont was the elimination of 
straight, blocked streets and replaced them with curvilinear roads. He also sited the mill 
away from the housing to encouraging a community identity separate from the workplace. 
Draper validated the rural origins of the workers and worked with, not against the bucolic 
landscapes. He chose irregular, sloping sites, left a considerable amount of tree coverage 
including trees along sidewalks which offered shade, an important feature in the southern 
                                                          
34 D.A. Tompkins, Cotton Mill, Commercial Features: A Textbook for the use of Textile Schools and 
Investors (Charlotte, 1899), 34-39. 
 
35 Crawford, 187. 
 




heat. Draper also introduced retaining walls, sidewalks, terracing, and steps constructed of 
fieldstone to augment the natural beauty of sites he chose.37 All of these features prior to 
around 1920 were not found nor standard design features in textile villages. The Henry 
River Mill Village possesses many of these items. 
The textile company town as a social and economic institution began to disintegrate 
in the mid-1920s.  The improvement of transportation routes and proliferation and 
affordability of the auto allowed workers to commute to the factories, eliminating the need 
to live in close proximity to work. Also, housing standards significantly increased which 
rendered company housing expensive, rather than economical ventures which kept money 
in the company, as they were originally intended.38  
This era also witnessed a new type of management style which supplanted the 
ruling paternalistic owners. The labor and political movements (especially communism) of 
the 1930s and the immense aggravation of the Great Depression critiqued paternalistic 
capitalism. Sales of villages began during the Depression, often with the owner of the mill 
selling the individual houses to the workers who occupied them. North Carolina was among 
the first states to do this and sold more village housing than other Southern states, mostly 
because of the presence of other industries without company housing. 
  North Carolina had two other crucial industries—furniture and tobacco—which 
undermined the company town scheme. These industries were proof that industrial 
employment was possible without the presence and provision of company-owned housing. 
The mill village model recovered during World War II, when textiles were produced around 
                                                          
37 Crawford, 189-191. 
 




the clock for the war effort. According to one source, there was only one sale of a mill village 
during the war. The author noted in 1949 that if the sale of villages continued, “…it will 
mean the passing of the mill village as a self-contained community….It is a revolution. In a 
less hectic era it would receive attention as such.” 39 The trend of the sale of mill villages 
continued after World War II and the last company-owned housing community in North 
Carolina, Cannon Mills, survived until 1982 when it was finally sold. This sale marked the 
official passing of the traditional mill village institution that once dominated the state.   
Textile production, like other American industries, severely declined beginning in 
the 1970s. The competition from imported goods weakened the profitability of domestic 
products. Textile-related employment from 1975-1985 decreased by twenty-eight percent in 
North Carolina. Other problems with the industry occurred during these years, especially 
growing concerns about overall health and specifically brown-lung, a disease that many 
workers developed. An aging industrial infrastructure made it expensive for owners to 
update their facilities in order to provide healthier work spaces. Overall, the industry 
peaked in the 1920s and because of the dominance of textile manufacturing overseas, it will 
never be what it was in North Carolina again.  
                                                          





Fig. 1.(left). Title page. From: Cotton Mill, 
Commercial Features: A Textbook. Charlotte: D.A. 
Tompkins, 1899. This publication is an example of a 
manual for the textile industry during the mill boom 
years of 1880-1915. 
 
Fig. 2. (below). Edgefield Manufacturing 
Company. From: Cotton Mill, Commercial 
Features: A Textbook. Charlotte: D.A. Tompkins, 
1899. This image is illustrative of the typical 
appearance of a cotton mill at the turn of the 
century in the North Carolina piedmont. See also 







Fig. 3. Fairfield Cotton Mills. From: Cotton Mill, Commercial Features: A Textbook. 
Charlotte: D.A. Tompkins, 1899. Fig. 22. 
Fig. 4. The Statesville Cotton Mills. From: Cotton Mill, Commercial Features: A Textbook. 




Fig. 5. Four-Room Gable 
House. From: Cotton Mill, 
Commercial Features: A 
Textbook. Charlotte: D.A. 
Tompkins, 1899. Fig. 36. 
Inexpensive construction 
materials of wood homes 
with brick piers and 






Fig. 7. Group of Southern Cotton Mill Operatives—Summer Costume. From: Cotton Mill, 
Commercial Features: A Textbook. Charlotte: D.A. Tompkins, 1899. Fig. 27. Notice the 
proliferation of child laborers and their bare feet.  
Fig. 6. Four-Room Gable House. From: Cotton Mill, Commercial Features: A Textbook. 





Fig. 8. Three-Room Gable House. 
From: Cotton Mill, Commercial 
Features: A Textbook. Charlotte: 
D.A. Tompkins, 1899. Fig. 32. Floor 
plan, front and rear elevation of a 









Fig. 10. A boarded up duplex dwelling in Henry River. Photograph by author, 
December 2011.  
 
Fig. 9. A duplex frame house typical of the Henry River Mill Village. This is one of 
several surviving worker housing dotted along Henry River Road. Photograph by 







Fig. 12. Worker house on west side of Henry River Road. Photograph by author, 
December 2011.  
 
Fig. 11. View of another worker house from the side, looking south down Henry 
River Road. The company store is in the background. Photograph by author, 
December 2011.  
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CHAPTER TWO: THE HENRY RIVER MILL VILLAGE 
The Henry River Mill Village was founded by David William Aderholdt with 
assistance from his brother Marcus Lafayette Aderholdt and brother-in-law Miles R. 
Rudisill and his brother-in-law, Michael Erastus Rudisill. Prior to Henry River, David 
William Aderholdt founded and organized the Gaston and Vivian Cotton Mills in 
Cherryville, North Carolina in Gaston County. David William Aderholdt had significant 
experience in the textile trade because he married the daughter of Samuel Sylvanus 
Mauney, a prominent textile magnate from Cherryville, North Carolina, for which the 
Vivian Cotton Mills were named.40  Prior to establishing operations at Henry River, 
Aderholdt had established some of the first mercantile stores in Cherryville and laid out 
many of the streets in the town.41 
  With this experience, D.W. Aderholdt chose the Henry River site in 1902 for another 
textile operation.  The area was known for its ample waterpower as early as 1860, when a 
water-powered machine shop was in place there. The site itself was named for an early 
explorer and settler, Henry Widener.42 D.W. Aderholdt constructed a dam across the 
stream43, carved out the side of the hill for the siting of the mill buildings, laid out the 
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streets and had thirty-five workers’ houses erected on the slopes above and Henry River 
remains Burke County’s only planned village.44  
D.W. Aderholdt served as the general manager, secretary and treasurer for the 
Henry River Manufacturing Company until his death in 1935, at which time his son, David 
Miles Aderholt assumed these responsibilities. David Miles Aderholdt was born at Henry 
River in 1902 while the mill complex was still under construction. The Aderholdt and 
Rudisill families participated in many philanthropic endeavors in Burke County and were 
influential leaders of the greater community, congruous with the textile business’s identity 
and association with societal morality.45 Both families officially formed the Henry River 
Mills Manufacturing Company with the complex in operation by 1905. 
Village Architectural Inventory 
In 1905, Henry River was composed of thirty-five frame workers houses, a frame, 
two-story boarding house which served as living quarters for laborers during the mill’s 
construction, a main mill building, a brick shop and kiln, a power house, dam, a bridge, a 
brick company store, and in later years four grand houses belonging to the owners, three of 
which are extant and are located across the river and overlook the village. Henry River’s 
riparian siting was a bit late for cotton mills in North Carolina and because of this it is 
recognized as one of the last major industrial sites constructed in North Carolina to utilize 
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water power.  It operated on waterpower until 1914, when it was converted to steam and 
then later to electricity in 1926.46 
The original mill building was a three story brick building laid in common bond with 
a two-story addition, added in 1935. The bricks for the mill and the company store were 
manufactured on-site in a kiln. When the mill opened for operation in 1905 it possessed 
four thousand spindles and produced carded yarn. In 1925 the company spent ninety-
thousand dollars on new equipment and production changed from number 40s and 50s 
combed yarns to numbers 70s and 80s.47  
Combed yarns dominated North Carolina’s textile industry during this time. 
Combed yarns were coarse cotton yarns and were categorized by low and high numbered 
yarns. North Carolina historian Brent Glass explained how the numbers reflected the 
amount of yarn (measured in 840-yard lengths called hanks) required to weight one pound. 
The number of the yarn was multiplied by 840 and this formula determined how many 
yards of yarn composed one pound. For example, a number seventy yarn meant it took 
58,800 yards of yarn to weigh one pound (70 multiplied by 840). 48 
  The factory expanded in 1935 with the addition of a two-story structure which was 
one hundred and fifty feet in length and thirty feet in width and production increased after 
this expansion.49 A former resident and worker, Bud Rudisall explained that during the 
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Depression years, employees were paid around eight and a half cents an hour and the mill 
did not run “all the time,” but “the people was happy because they had a job.”50 
In 1940, the entire mill was re-floored, re-wired and equipped with individual 
motors. The mill reported employment of 125 persons, 10,300 spindles and a normal weekly 
output of 15,000 pounds of combed yarns. The factory was “electrified throughout with all 
spinning equipped with individual motor drives to take the place of the original direct line 
shaft drive”51 which increased efficiency greatly. The product was sold mainly to hosiery 
mills in North Carolina as well as to the electrical and lace business in Midwestern and 
New England states. The village was described as possessing a “hardsurface highway 
traversing its main thoroughfare” and “nicely painted cottages dotted about the hillsides.”52 
The landscape was also described: “The river makes a deep bend here and much of the 
natural beauty of its surroundings have been left untouched, giving to the village an 
interesting picturesqueness.”53 The author of a newspaper article about the village 
described how,  
As a whole, the people who make up the village of Henry River appear to be well 
contented. Any afternoon will find the children playing in their yards or riding their 
bicycles up and down the hills. Pitching horseshoes affords interesting pastime for the men 
between shifts while in season the river affords a perfect paradise for fishermen and 
fisherwomen.54  
Even as late as 1940, an air of paternalism was present at Henry River. As the 
village was and remains today unincorporated, there were no town officials. A newspaper 
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article described how “The behavior of the village, therefore, rests largely in the hands of 
the mill officials who deal with minor misdemeanors by “laying off” the offenders for a 
stated period of time.” In more severe cases, the county officers were called in.55  
Improvements to infrastructure continued in the 1950s at Henry River. A newspaper 
article in 1951 reported how the company employed 160 people and “revolutionized some of 
its mechanical operations within the past 18 months through the installation of new 
equipment.”56 The combing department received 1,500 brand-new Whiting Model K 
spindles. The village also received upgrades such as the laying of concrete sidewalks, the 
widening of Henry River Road from eighteen to thirty-six feet57, tree plantings, and the 
repainting of residences. The management is described as “generous” and the upgrades and 
improvements were all credited to David Miles Aderholdt, who had been running 
operations for about five years at that time. 
In 1955, Henry River Mills employed one hundred and forty people and operated on 
a three-shift schedule with a weekly output of fifteen-thousand pounds of combed yarn.  
The majority of yarn produced at this time “goes to produce an imitation suede material for 
use in making gloves. This new material…requires a yarn of strength. The yarn here meets 
this requirement, partly through the use of a fine quality semi-irrigated Texas cotton, and 
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partly through proper equipment and know-how.”58 A newspaper article explained how the 
company  
…enjoyed such an employment record that until last year it could be stated that less 
than two-weeks’ time, all told, have been lost in the past twenty years. Although the 
company…was hard hit in 1954, it slowly regained production…there has always existed a 
fine relationship between labor and management in this company and consequently a very 
small turnover of employees.59  
By 1963 Henry River had tripled the number of spindles since its opening in 1905 
with nearly twelve-thousand spindles.  At this time, the mill produced fine combed yarn for 
the lace and wire trades.  The mill consistently adapted its textile product to market 
demands throughout the decades. A 1963 article evidenced the beginning of the demise of 
textiles in North Carolina as it noted that beginning in January of 1963, “the mill has been 
running on a curtailed schedule due to competition from abroad.”60  
The apex of the decline of the village occurred when the main mill building burned 
in 1977; it was believed to be struck by lightning. The blaze and smoke was visible for miles 
and it took as many as 75 firemen to put out the fire. A newspaper article described how the 
“landmark of eastern Burke County lay in smoldering ruins…”61 Earlier that month the 
building had been vandalized with twenty-thousand dollars in damages. The mill had not 
been in operation for four years at that point and the owner, with hopes of expanding his 
textile business, stored his manufacturing equipment inside the main mill building which 
all was destroyed by the fire. The owner, Wade R. Sheppard, was quoted as explaining how 
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half a million dollars would not replace the buildings nor equipment. It was noted that the 
mill village had been under consideration for historic site designation but “approval had not 
come down from Washington, D.C.”62 This was a significant loss and contributed to Henry 
River’s eligibility as a historic site during the time, as no serious designation has 
progressed since this decade. The foundation of the main mill building and a masonry 
machine shop remain today in the form of ruins. 
The company store is the only extant masonry structure in the village today.  Henry 
River issued company tokens for use at the store beginning in 1911 when it placed its first 
order with the Ingle System in Dayton, Ohio. Another token order was placed by Henry 
River Manufacturing in July 1937 with the Ingle-Schierloh Company, also a Dayton-based 
company. The company commissioned four-hundred five-cent tokens and one-hundred ten-
cent tokens to be minted. Later, in 1942, more tokens were minted in the following 
denominations:  one-thousand five cent pieces, five-hundred ten cent pieces and one 
hundred twenty-five cents tokens were minted in zinc. Research from ledger books revealed 
that the use of tokens was the most prolific during the Depression and during the Second 
World War. Henry River tokens are rare, and corrosion of the zinc could account for the 
disappearance of these once ubiquitous part of village life.63 
Visually, the company store serves as the centerpiece of the village. The two-story, 
flat roofed company store is of a typical early twentieth century commercial style. The 
façade features a central, double-leaf door flanked by two-over-two display windows on the 
first story.  The upper story has a center six-over-six window flanked by paired six-over-six 
                                                          
62 Bridges, “Landmark Destroyed by Blaze” 
 
63 Lamar Bland, “Henry River Tokens: New Findings,” Cartsnews: The Official Journal of the 




sash, each under corbelled, segmentally-arched lintels separated by brick pilasters. There is 
a side door to a stair on the north side of the building and the side elevations are 
punctuated by asymmetrical segmentally-arched windows.64   
The second story of this building served as a school prior to public school access via 
bus to the Hildebran school for Henry River Mill children, including one of the owners’ sons, 
D.M. Aderholdt. This building also held Lutheran church services and served as the mill 
office. As access to transportation in the village increased, village residents commuted 
outside of the village to attend worship, and the Christian faith dominated with sects of 
Methodist, Baptist and Lutheran denominations close by.  The company store building also 
served as the village’s post office. 
The remainder of the village is composed of the workers’ housing and the streets 
that meander through them. There originally were thirty-five workers houses constructed 
at Henry River, twenty of which remain today. Each house was on about an acre of land 
each for the allowance of a privy and a garden. This open space along the site’s sloping hills 
is a defining characteristic of the residential portion of the village. The houses themselves 
were typical duplex style mill houses of the period, of wood frame construction resting upon 
either brick or concrete block piers. The NRSL describes the houses as having numerous 
variations:  
The standard worker’s house consisted of a one and a half-story, gable-sided frame 
structure either clapboarded or with board and batten siding. Initially serving as 
duplexes, the houses had paired doors at the façade center flanked by four over four 
sash windows and fronted by a simple square-posted porch. The interior plans were 
generally symmetrical on each side with a front parlor, rear kitchen, and either end-
bay bedrooms or open, upper-level sleeping quarters. The homes were served by a 
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single central chimney sometimes supplemented by a rear brick kitchen flue. The 
interior detail was simple with matchboard walls, paneled doors and mantels with 
decorative, incised lintels in the pilasters and frieze.65 
 Workers lived rent-free in these houses until 1933 and only paid five dollars per month in 
1963.66 As one enters the village from the north, tree plantings frame the sidewalks and the 
curvilinear Henry River Road. The houses line the street all the way down to the bridge 
over the river and the houses are scattered about to the east along unpaved roads with cul-
de-sacs that are still extant. The houses are located on the north bank above Henry River 
and were laid out picturesquely along the winding streets.  
Aderholdt engaged the natural topography of this site when he planned the village. 
The natural and scenic beauty of the site enhances the historic resources that sit on the 
seventy-five acre site. The presence of curvilinear streets in a planned 1905 cotton mill 
village is a unique attribute of Henry River, as this was iconoclastic of typical textile town 
planning of the era. As discussed in chapter one, during this period the typical layout of a 
cotton mill village employed straight streets which centered around the mill. At Henry 
River, the residential portion of the settlement is concentrated on the northern slope away 
from the industrial site on the river. This separation of the residences from the industrial 
portion translates today, with the topography, open space and housing characterizing the 
landscape and the industrial features out of view at the bottom of the gorge. 
As discussed, landscape architect Earle Draper made significant design 
improvements to cotton mill towns throughout the South in the 1920s which later became 
standard amenities. Henry River adopted many of the amenities introduced by Draper, 
although whether Draper himself was involved in Henry River village is unknown. These 
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elements reveal a high level of engagement and care for the village among the heads of the 
business. These features include paved sidewalks attached to the main thoroughfare, Henry 
River Road. Sidewalks were an amenity for a workforce whom did not possess autos. 
Adjacent trees created a microclimate for pedestrians, and tied together the small 
community. Henry River also has two stone pedestrian staircases, one behind the company 
store and one located near the mill site at the bottom on the gorge.  Additionally, the village 
has several retaining walls constructed of fieldstone which enhance the natural beauty of 
the site. Collectively, these elements augment the natural landscape and sense of place 
within the village.67  
The remarkable beauty of the landscape translated in newspaper coverage. One 
resident, Leroy Burns explained to the Winston-Salem Journal in 1977 how Henry River, 
“used to be the prettiest mill village you could find anywhere…people used to come here 
and take photographs of it.”68 Newspaper coverage in the News Herald out of Morganton, 
North Carolina also described Henry River as one of the most picturesque communities in 
the county.69 The village today retains this special character and bucolic landscape despite 
having been abandoned for over thirty years. 
The competition from markets overseas persisted and the demand for fine-count 
yarns languished in throughout the late 1960s. Henry River faced the same fate as most 
other cotton mill towns in North Carolina and went out of business in 1970. Unlike many 
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mills in the state, however, the mill houses were not sold to the people who lived in them 
and the property remained an intact entity. A reporter explained: “Henry Rivers are 
rare…you seldom find a whole community bought or sold.”70 In 1972, Wade Sheppard, a 
hosiery proprietor from Hickory, North Carolina purchased the entire property from the 
Aderholdt and Rudisill families. Because of much intermarriage between the two families 
throughout the years, it was a complex legal process to acquire the property. When Mr. 
Sheppard purchased Henry River, he planned to continue textile manufacturing there and 
did not evict the current residents, although he raised the tenant rents from ten up to 
thirty dollars per month in 1977.71  
After the mill closed there were eight families that remained in Henry River in 1977. 
In only seven years the property was already declining with many of the homes missing 
doors and windows and weeds sprouting in gutters. The houses never received modern 
upgrades and the residents that chose to remain utilized the outhouses in the backyards 
with water supplied from spigots.  As a resident commented in 1982, “I don’t think it will 
ever be the same again. But it’s still mighty pretty in the spring and fall.”72 The Henry 
River Mill Village eventually lost all of its population and as people left, the individual 
homes and structures had no one to maintain them. Over the decades this manifested in 
the loss of fifteen workers’ houses and a general erosion of the building stock of the village. 
  
                                                          










Fig. 1. The Mill building prior to fire. The mill had ceased operation at the time of 
this photograph in 1977. The caption reads, “Old mill once worked three shifts a 
day.” From The Winston-Salem Journal, Sunday, January 30, 1977 in Henry River 
Mill Village vertical files, North Carolina Room, Burke County Public Library, 
Morganton, North Carolina.    
 
Fig. 2. A postcard of the mill, dam, and the Henry River. Postcard reads, “Henry 
River Cotton Mills, Hildebran, NC.” From  Henry River Mill Village vertical files, 




Fig. 3. A clipping illustrating the mill building and its founders. From Henry River 
Mill Village vertical files, North Carolina Room, Burke County Public Library, 




Fig. 4. An early advertisement 
depicting the youth, progress and 
enlightenment of industry, An 
extremely idealized masculine 
nude form stands behind an 
industrial skyline as light from the 
sun parts the dark clouds. 
Unknown date and author. From 
Henry River Mill Village vertical 
files, North Carolina Room, Burke 
County Public Library, Morganton, 






Fig. 5. A clipping illustrating the dam and mill building. Worker housing is in view in 
the background and up the hill. From Henry River Mill Village vertical files, North 




 Fig. 6. A newspaper clipping with a close-up of the dam from 1940. The dam 
produced hydroelectric power for the duration of the life of the village. From Henry 
River Mill Village vertical files, North Carolina Room, Burke County Public Library, 








Fig. 7. An original letterhead from the Henry River Manufacturing Company dated 
June 24, 1910. From  Henry River Mill Village vertical files, North Carolina Room, 
Burke County Public Library, Morganton, North Carolina.    
Fig. 8. $1.00, fifty, five and ten cent tokens used at Henry River Mill Village. Not 





  Fig. 9. A Henry River map showing extant worker housing and mill. Unknown 
author/date. Courtesy of Susan Berley ,director of Burke County Planning and 








Fig. 10. Floor plans of the two types of worker houses found in the village.  Notice 
that both are duplexes. Unknown author/date. Courtesy of Susan Berley, director 




CHAPTER 3: RURAL PRESERVATION 
 
North Carolina “will undergo overwhelming changes that will alter the whole 
landscape irretrievable in the next generation….How are we going to hang onto 
some vestiges of the hundreds of years of rural life that has passed, damned if I 
know. It will take powerful thought and powerful effort.”  
– Catherine W. Bishir, North Carolina State Historic Preservation Officer73  
 
Less than a couple of miles south of the Interstate 40 junction, with its corporate 
architecture and several fast-food establishments is the abandoned mill village, covered in 
greenery, with rolling hills and a gorge as its backdrop.  The vacant town of Henry River is 
not only representative of a vanished industry: open, rural space which once characterized 
the state is eroding, little by little. Preservation issues that concern the Henry River site 
are of a rural nature and entail more than just the protection of the architecture. 
 Just as preservation in an urban environment considers issues like street walls and 
set backs, context and scale, preservation in rural areas is concerned with the natural 
environment. As outlined in A Guide to Rural Preservation, “Rural conservation includes 
protecting natural and scenic resources, preserving buildings and places of cultural 
significance and enhancing the local economy and social institutions.”74 Successful rural 
preservation strategies are multi-faceted and integrate natural resource conservation, 
historic preservation and scenic protection. These issues work collectively to enhance the 
strategy; protection of a site will likely be more successful if there are more reasons given 
that merit its protection. Garnering support in a community for protection of a place based 
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solely on historic preservation does not speak to a community at large, whereas a 
combination of natural resource protection and retention of mountain views may speak to a 
larger audience. Most people will agree that a beautiful mountain view is worth preserving, 
whereas saving a dilapidated building may only resonate to an esoteric preservation 
community that--in some cases or location--may not even exist. 
 Preservation strategies for Henry River must be regarded in this manner. Besides 
its historical significance, it is also an intact parcel of rural, open space and the Henry 
River Gorge and its stream qualifies as a fresh water resource in the region. Preservation of 
areas like this are opportunities to:  
…conserve tangible and visible links with a community’s past, preserve places that 
are important parts of a community’s identity, and retain important resources that 
may provide historic information about how an area was settled, developed or 
declined.75  
As Burke County’s first and only planned settlement and as a work/live community for 
generations of people, there is certainly a case to be made for how rich a resource Henry 
River is to the region. That said, with its current for sale status, proximity to encroaching 
sprawl and zero protective measures dictating how the site could be potentially developed 
after its sale, the village remains an endangered resource. 
The decade of the 1970s was the first time in United States’ history when rural 
areas grew more rapidly than urban areas. This occurred because of lower taxes, less 
expensive housing and the relocation of corporations to rural areas for cheaper land and 
labor, which was followed by residential growth.76  Since the 1970s, North Carolina has 
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experienced unprecedented growth and recently exceeded a population of nine million 
people. It is the tenth most populated state in the country, ahead of New Jersey.77  
Between 2000 and 2009, the population increased by 16.6 percent and was the 
eighth fastest growing state in the nation. The rural nature of the state has declined as the 
population increased. For example, in 1997 farmland comprised around thirty percent of 
North Carolina’s total land area. A decade later, this dropped to twenty-seven percent. This 
trend will likely continue as three million more people are anticipated to move to the state 
by the year 2030, with inherent detrimental effects to the environment. For instance, eight 
out of twenty-one endangered ecosystems in the United States are located in the state of 
North Carolina, with development and habitat loss posing the greatest environmental 
threats.78 The Natural Heritage Trust Fund (NHTF) of North Carolina explained, “The 
rampant residential and commercial development necessary to house, employ and entertain 
this swelling population has swallowed up farm and forest land at an alarming rate.”79 
Annually, one hundred thousand acres of development-related open space vanishes. 
RURAL PRESERVATION AND BURKE COUNTY PLANNING   
Burke County is located in western North Carolina and faces the same threats as 
the rest of the state--arguably on an amplified level because of the region’s identity with the 
outdoors and its mountain viewsheds. Blueprint Burke, a planning manual for the county, 
was developed to strategically plan the county’s growth.  Burke County witnessed a growth 
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in population, income per capita, school enrollment and recreational demands throughout 
the 1990s, all of which were “telling signs of the increasing development throughout the 
County.”80 Blueprint Burke utilized a four-step planning process to develop the guide and 
these included profiling the community, creating the vision, analyzing trends and finally 
the development of an action plan.  
 Burke County is part of the Morganton-Lenoir Metropolitan Statistical Area and 
includes Alexander, Burke, Caldwell and Catawba counties as well as twenty-four 
municipalities that lie within these counties. Burke County experienced an eighteen 
percent population increase, to 89, 148 people during the 1990s. Over seventy-five percent 
of this growth was the result of in-migration as a result of 1,300 new jobs in Burke County 
and more importantly, over 15,000 new jobs in next-door neighbor county of Catawba. The 
affordability of land in Burke County coupled with easy access to I-40 made it an attractive 
area for commuters.81  
 The economy of Burke County also changed during the 1990s with service industries 
supplanting goods production.  By the year 2000, 3,708 goods producing jobs were lost while 
3,354 service producing jobs were added. In regard to this shift, Blueprint Burke noted how 
of the several types of service industries, 
Tourism and recreation are perhaps the best suited for Burke County. The County 
has abundant natural resources, including South Mountain State Park, Pisgah 
National Forest, Lake James State Park, the Catawba River, the Linville River, the 
Johns River, the Henry River82 and Table Rock Mountain. These natural resources 
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offer excellent passive recreation opportunities and attract visitors from 
across…North Carolina.83 
 This region is characterized by a rural landscape and the presence of the Blue Ridge 
Mountains and the natural beauty afforded by the views of these mountains. The scenery 
is, in fact, the strongest form of tourism in the state: the Blue Ridge Parkway alone attracts 
twenty million visitors annually and contributes two-billion dollars to the North Carolina 
economy annually.84 
 Officials of the Blueprint Burke Committee identified their strongest likes about 
Burke County and these characteristics included its geographic location, its natural 
resources and its rural nature. These attributes were translated in the Vision Statement, 
which reads, “In the next decade, Burke County will enhance its quality of life by 
preserving the County’s natural resources, open spaces and scenic vistas as it grows.”85 
Planning in Burke County is mediated by small area planning: a tool that separates a 
county into smaller geographic communities in which local residents form Small Area 
Committees.  These committees then work with the community to create comprehensive 
land use plans for their areas to ensure informed planning for local issues. Burke County 
identified nine proposed small areas, based on community character, transportation routes 
and natural features. 
 The Henry River Mill Village is within the George Hildebrand small area, and 
borders closely with both the I-40 and Urban Corridor small area.  Each of these three 
small areas required “lengthy discussion” compared with other small areas in Burke 
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85 Blueprint Burke, 5.  
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County that were more easily defined.86 The area where the Henry River site is located is 
zoned R-MU, or Rural Mixed Use District. This zoning is defined by Burke County planning 
as allowing residential and all non-residential (except industrial) uses, is primarily located 
in more rural areas of the county and water may be available to some portions of this 
district, but very little, if any, sewer service is available.87 Henry River’s zoning 
classification further testifies to its survival as a rural landscape, as it is located only a mile 
south of the Interstate 40 Corridor and the Urban Corridor Small Areas which are 
substantially developed. 
 In Blueprint Burke, recreation and open space were identified as essential features 
and the guide explained,  
Burke County, with its mountains, lakes, rivers, farms and historic sites, is blessed 
with an abundance of cultural resources, scenic beauty and open space. Protecting 
these natural resources and improving the County’s recreation and leisure 
opportunities was a consistent theme throughout the visioning process.88   
The Henry River site could be utilized for a passive recreational site because while active 
recreation89 requires more attention to construction, facilities and personnel, passive 
recreation demands more awareness of conservation, protection and education.  Further, 
Blueprint Burke’s recommendations on recreation and open space include developing a 
“connective system of greenways and parks to promote tourism and a sense of community, 
and increase recreation activities for citizens of all ages.”90  
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89 Ibid, 37. Examples of active recreation according to Blueprint Burke include baseball, basketball, 
soccer etc., in which there is heavy reliance on facilities. Passive recreation, however, includes 
activities such as walking, running or hiking. 
 




Blueprint Burke discussed the importance of cultural heritage as tourism tool, 
through the “identification and preservation of Burke County’s unique cultural heritage.”91 
To this end, the guide suggested a partnership between Burke County planning and the 
Historic Burke Foundation to complete a comprehensive map to act as an inventory of the 
historic resources of county and encourage property owners to preserve these sites. Finally, 
Blueprint Burke prioritized the identification and preservation of scenic vistas to promote 
tourism with the ultimate goal of “preserve[ing] the natural beauty for Burke County 
citizens of today and tomorrow.”92 
As private approaches to the preservation of the site remain challenging, an analysis 
of the county’s needs pertaining to the public realm revealed an objective of the following: 
1. Establishment of more spaces for passive and active recreation 
2. Preservation of mountain views, the rural nature of the county/region and open 
  spaces 
3. Protection of natural resources 
4. Link to regional greenways and 
5. Identification and preservation of cultural and historic resources for cultural 
  heritage tourism. 
                                                          
91 Blueprint Burke, 38-39. Since this publication, the State of North Carolina’s State Historic 
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National Register Determined Eligible, Local Landmarks and Districts, and demolished historic 
properties. This resource is NCHPO Web and is accessible via < http://gis.ncdcr.gov/hpoweb/> 
  




With the impending scarcity of North Carolina’s rural nature and natural resources, 
dimension is added to the long-neglected Henry River Mill Village. In the context of the 
state and county, a regionally sensitive case can be made for Henry River’s preservation as 
a public park, as this method of preservation fits the criterion outlined by Blueprint Burke.  
As textile towns have traditionally and successfully been rehabilitated as private 
enterprises in North Carolina, the idea of Henry River Mill Village’s preservation as a 
stabilized, ruinous company town historic site in the state is unprecedented. Criticism could 
argue that abandoned sites alone are not vehicles for tourism, lest vessels for cultural 
heritage education. Cultural heritage tourism in the form of abandoned industrial 
landscapes--including the company town--exist and are successful. Chapter Four illustrates 









Fig. 1. The state of North Carolina with counties outlined. Burke County is outlined 
in yellow and the red-colored circle is where the Henry River site it located in the 
northeast corner of Burke County. 
Fig. 2. A satellite close-up of the mill village. The outlined area denotes the boundaries as set by the 




Fig. 3. Burke County’s small area zones as determined by Burke County Planning. Henry 
River falls into the George Hildebrand small area and close to the I-40 corridor. From 




Fig. 4. Cities, towns and municipalities in Burke County, North Carolina. Note the proliferation of 
them along Interstate 40. Henry River is in Hildebran on the county border. From Blueprint Burke. 
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  Fig. 5. The Henry River village with outlines as determined by the North Carolina National Register 










 Fig. 7. 1983 hand-drawn map of Henry River Village displaying sites of demolished 












Fig. 10. (below) The Interstate 40 junction 
at Hildebran, North Carolina, located one 
mile north of the mill village. Photograph 
by author, December 2011. 
 
Fig. 9.For sale sign at Henry river in 
December, 2011. Sign reads, “For Sale: 72 
acres. Plenty of road and water frontage.” 








Fig. 12. Looking south from the top of the Henry River Mill Village. Notice the Blue Ridge 
Mountains in the background and the privies behind the workers’ homes. Photograph by 
author, December 2011 
Fig. 11. Interstate 40 junction at Hildebran, North Carolina. This type of corporate 
interstate sprawl characterizes the area and it stark juxtaposition to the mill village 







Fig. 14. View of Henry River Road, looking south. Notice the presence of a 
retaining wall on the right-hand side. Photograph by author, December 2011.  
 
Fig. 13. Another view of the Henry River village’s landscape. Photograph by 






Fig. 15.The northernmost part of the Henry River site, lending mountain views and 




CHAPTER FOUR: CASE STUDIES 
 A proposal of Henry River Village for use as a public park meets criteria for Burke 
County’s vision for the future because it would preserve open space. It would also provide a 
cultural and historic site which reinforces the county’s rural character and sense of place. 
Because of exposure to the elements and the passage of forty years, the wood frame housing 
is in various states of decay. The brick company store appears to be in the best condition 
out of all of the buildings.  
 Ruins compose a significant amount of this landscape. There are ruins of company 
houses, the machine shop (which still has a Saco-Lowell machine and drive shaft inside93), 
the mill [factory] building, a dam which is in an unknown condition, roadbeds and cul-de-
sacs and wells and privies.  All of these resources have didactic and interpretive potential. 
Because of the ruinous nature of the site, two case studies were chosen that illustrate 
successful park sites that focus on the presence and interpretation of ruins in juxtaposition 
with the provision of recreational activities. Each site addresses issues which helped inform 
the process of suggestions for the Henry River site for use as a park.  The following case 
studies demonstrate two successful examples of public parks that formerly were “ghost 
towns,” which is the current classification of Henry River Village. Moreover, both parks 
were former industrial/manufacturing sites which have some problems with architectural 
integrity, like Henry River. In both of these cases, the historic resources and space 
conservation formed the impetuses for intervention, with recreational opportunities that 
followed to help make the parks attractive and economically feasible.  
                                                          
93 According to a survey completed by one J. Randall Cott, December 12, 1983. Author is not aware if 
the machine or accompanying drive shaft currently exists in the machine shop as of April, 2011 as 





Case study 1: Sweetwater Creek State Park, Atlanta, Georgia 
Sweetwater Creek State Park is a public park located ten miles outside of Atlanta, 
Georgia.  Its selection as a case study was based on its emphasis on the ruins as the prime 
attraction of the park. Sweetwater Creek was the former site of textile manufacturing and 
the extant factory survived in a state in which restoration was not viable. The park was 
founded in 1973 largely because of concerted efforts on behalf of the late Hank Struble, 
former director of Georgia’s state parks system from 1972-1984, whose philosophy was “any 
land worth acquiring is worth sharing with people.”94 The park is named for Sweet Water95 
Manufacturing Company, a cotton mill community which was settled and began operation 
in 1852.  The Sweet Water factory was an important part of several industrial complexes 
which thrived in and around Atlanta in the 1850s, with a daily output of seven –hundred 
and fifty pounds of yarn produced in 1854. The company was officially incorporated in 1852 
and was connected to the city of Atlanta via a plank road. Later, it became connected by 
railway, appropriately named the Sweet Water Rail Road.  
The name of the company changed in 1857 from Sweet Water Manufacturing to the 
New Manchester Manufacturing Company when the act that established the Sweet Water 
Factory was repealed. Cotton production flourished at the newly incorporated New 
Manchester Manufacturing Company, including production of goods for the Confederate 
Army.96  According to an oral history, the factory employed as many as one hundred souls 
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95 The national register nomination addresses Sweet Water as two separate words. The two have 
been joined and the park is officially called Sweetwater Creek State Park.  
 
96 Sweet Water Manufacturing Company National Register of Historic Places Nomination, July 2, 




and produced a material called “onsaburg” cloth, used in everything from tents to uniforms 
for the army.97 Union troops were sent to destroy factories like Sweetwater because of their 
contribution to the Southern war effort.  The site became occupied by General Sherman’s 
troops on July 2, 1864 and on July 4, the textile mill, company store and bridge across 
Sweet Water Creek was set afire, with the workers’ housing spared. As the site’s National 
Register nomination explained, the fact that the factory was targeted and destroyed was 
indicative of its importance as an industrial entity in Atlanta and the Civil War South.98   
Sweetwater, as an industrial community, never bounced back like neighboring 
communities and factory sites like nearby Roswell, Georgia. The former community was 
described as  
…long since collapsed into the dense woods along the creek. The only remnants of a 
village that was home to more than 300 are a few foundations, a secluded graveyard, 
and the ghostly ruins of the mill. Its vine covered walls rise beside the shoals like an 
abandoned castle. Blackened bricks show where the support beams burst into 
flames. The site moves some to tears.99   
The preservation of this historically significant, albeit ruinous site is credited to 
Struble.  His obituary read: “if you’ve ever stared at the haunting beauty of the New 
Manchester Manufacturing Company’s terra cotta ruins on the banks of Sweetwater Creek, 
then you have been touched by the work of Hank Struble.”100 Struble made a conscious 
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choice to the preserve the ruins and they became the focus of the Sweetwater Creek State 
Park.  
Others recognized the importance of the history and preservation of the ruins of the 
New Manchester Manufacturing Company and in the mid-1990s, Friends of Sweetwater 
Creek was established with a goal of “developing the circumstances necessary to establish a 
facility dedicated to the orientation and education of the park users.”101 The education of 
park users centers largely on the history of the industry. The non-profit group, after several 
years of fundraising in 2006 raised two million dollars to construct the Interpretive Center, 
a LEED-certified building which serves as the nerve center of the park. This building 
interprets the history of the site so that “new and repeated visitors can be oriented to, or 
reminded of, why Sweetwater Creek …exists and why it is so important.”102 The idea for 
this building was mentioned in the 1976 National Register nomination for Sweetwater 
Creek Manufacturing with plans to be completed within three years.103 Around a quarter of 
a century later, this plan was realized because of the Friends.  
This group is a non-profit composed of non-paid volunteers. Its role in the success of 
Sweetwater Creek as a destination was critical.  Since the group’s inception, volunteers 
devoted more than 37,000 hours to the organization and park.104  The Friends support the 
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park with repairs and equipment without public money and organize all of the community 
outreach programs. 
Volunteers researched the history of the site and organized educational programs 
that focus on the history of the site. A popular program includes the New Manchester 
History Hikes, offered every Saturday and lead to the ruins, where they are interpreted by 
either a historian or a park ranger. Similar candlelight hikes are offered Saturday nights in 
which visitors are led inside the ruins of the mill. There is also Sweetwater Factory Day, an 
all-day event featuring interpretation of the town in the 1850s.105   
The park offers four different hiking trails. The most popular trail is the Red Trail, 
also known as the History Trail.  The Red Trail is recommended for first time visitors to the 
park and is the most frequently used trail because it is the shortest trail to the ruins of the 
mill.106  Today, most of Sweetwater Creek State Park’s identity lays in the story and history 
of its ruins. However, the park’s identity evolved over decades to become a cultural and 
historic attraction only because its volunteers’ efforts to “show an incredible story of one of 
Georgia’s only ghost towns.”107 If Henry River is to become a public resource like 
Sweetwater Creek, a strong and dedicated organization needs to be formed.  This is 
plausible, as a preservation constituency exists and many former residents and family 
members of residents are alive, many of which are still in the area. 
In addition to the historic attraction, the park offers 2,549 acres of open space in an 
encroaching urban area, a 215 acre lake, a visitor center/gift shop, a meeting room which 
                                                          
105 See the official park website: <gastateparks.org/sweetwatercreek> for full descriptions of 
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seats forty people, eleven picnic shelters, group shelters and a barbecue pit, two fishing 
docks and playgrounds. Recreational activities offered at Sweetwater include nine miles of 
hiking trails, fishing in the lake and stream, canoeing, picnicking and several ranger 
programs. Sweetwater is the single most visited day-use park in the Georgia state parks 
system.108  
Its use has evolved much during its nearly forty years as an established park with 
several educational programs offered and different types of recreation available, as it 
originally only offered picnicking and some trails. This evolution is key as parks remain 
preserved spaces (usually) in perpetuity, even as surrounding landscapes continue to 
change. The pristine nature of Sweetwater has become under threat in recent years as 
Atlanta’s sprawl encroaches on it, making it even more of a precious commodity in the 
midst of development. The foresight for how the area  in and around the Henry River site 
may change over the next decades  must be taken into consideration, especially given North 
Carolina’s swelling population growth which is projected to increase.  
                                                          














Fig. 3. New Manchester Manufacturing Company ruins in Sweetwater Creek State Park, 
Digital Image. Available from: Flickr 
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rustytanton/4654341133/sizes/o/in/set-72157624170227662/ 
(accessed August 21, 2012). 
 
Fig. 2. New Manchester Manufacturing Company ruins in Sweetwater Creek State Park, 
Digital Image. Available from: Flickr, 
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rustytanton/4654945414/sizes/o/in/photostream/3823135957 





Fig. 4. Ruins, compliments of Gen. William T. Sherman Digital Image. Available from: 
Flickr, http://www.flickr.com/photos/jmr-holdit/5059388898/sizes/o/in/photostream/ 





Case Study 2: Kaymoor Mine site, New River Gorge State Park, Fayetteville, West Virginia 
The Kaymoor Mine site is an abandoned coal mine and company town located within 
the New River Gorge National Park in West Virginia. Kaymoor consisted of two parts: 
Kaymoor Top and Kaymoor Bottom. Kaymoor Top was the settlement at the top of the 
mountain and Kaymoor Bottom was located at the bottom of the gorge, respectively.  Kay 
Moor Coal Mine No. 1, as it was called, operated from 1900-1962, closely paralleling the 
industrial lifespan of the Henry River Manufacturing Company. 
 Similar to textiles in North Carolina, coal mining brought industrialization to West 
Virginia at the turn of the twentieth century. The traditional ways of mountain life were 
transformed with the arrival of the railroad and the coal industry. Similar to textile 
production, there was significant dependence on the company town system in coal mining. 
Kaymoor’s national register nomination explained: 
In the 1920s, four-fifths of West Virginia mine workers lived in company towns, 
which were built immediately after a mine opened to house workers as no 
established communities were usually nearby.109  
Kay Moor produced coke beginning in 1901 soon after the mine opened. The coke 
burned slowly under low oxygen inside one hundred and twenty brick coke ovens.  The Low 
Moor coal Company miners produced 16, 904,321 tons of coal between 1900 and 1962 with 
over eight hundred workers at peak capacity110, so it was a significantly larger operation 
than Henry River, whose employment summited at 160. Fifty-nine additional ovens were 
constructed in 1917 and a total of two hundred and two ovens operated during World War 
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I.111  Kaymoor was self-sufficient like Henry River, with a generating plant that supplied 
steam power to the company town.  
 Like textiles, the coal industry showed signs of fracture by the mid-nineteenth 
century.  Eventually the industry evaporated and Kay Moor Bottom was vacated in 1952 
and most of the inhabitants moved out. After the site was abandoned, it deteriorated 
rapidly because of weather and the overgrowth of brush, kudzu and trees. Wood and metal 
building materials also deteriorated rapidly because of a caustic reaction that occurs when 
water is mixed with coal dust. In April 1960, most of the vacant structures were destroyed 
by fire. The workers’ housing has all but vanished, with only their foundations and 
chimneys surviving. The chimneys of these homes are still visible dotted throughout the 
trees.  
One of the major ruins of the town is of company store #9, located between the C&O 
railroad tracks and the river. It is a two-story stone structure in ruins and partial walls, 
stone foundations and an adjacent ice house survive. There is also the mine itself, four drift 
openings, fan house, shop, car dump, a partially demolished electrical substation with 
remnants of its concrete foundations extant, a headhouse, also in poor condition because of 
rotted timber and a missing roof due to salvors, the Left and Main drift entries, the Lamp 
House/Superintendent’s House walls and roof are missing. There are remains of the 
tramway and these include concrete foundations, I-beam steel tracks, wooden structures 
with rollers and wooden ties and bolts. Further, “many industrial artifacts associated with 
the mining and processing tasks are strewn over the site… and appropriate for interpreting 
                                                          




the coal mining industry.”112  Despite the serious architectural integrity problems at 
Kaymoor, its National Register nomination found forty-three contributing historic 
resources and described the site as an “intact” mining town.  
 Kaymoor’s preservation success was the result of the collaboration of the National 
Park Service and the West Virginia State Historic Preservation Office. A strategy for 
development of the New River Gorge was first unveiled in 1982 by the National Park 
Service and was described by the Washington Post as an “ambitious development plan.” 
This plan included the creation of boat access, establishment of a museum and the 
preservation of the abandoned coal town.  Interpreting the history of coal mining was an 
integral part of the park’s development from the beginning.113 Ten years later, in 1992, the 
National Park Service released an official development plan for Kaymoor. The report 
focused on the preservation and interpretation of the abandoned town and described how,  
…extant remains still evoke interest in the story of Kaymoor. The challenge at hand 
lies in protecting or enhancing what remains in this difficult environment making 
the complex accessible to visitors, and interpreting those minimal remains in ways 
that bring the vitality of this once bustling area to life in the minds of modern 
visitors.114 
The report emphasized the importance of the stabilization and interpretation of the extant 
ruins and how these buildings connected with the visitor experience. The goal of visitors’ 
experience was to create  
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A physically demanding and intellectually challenging experience that evokes 
awareness of the difficult challenges this setting imposed on those who worked and 
lived here.115  
The second objective was the development of land and water-based recreational activities; 
the third objective was to establish community outreach to maximize economic benefits 
related to park development.  
 Kaymoor’s historic and recreational hybridity translated in press coverage about the 
park. The Los Angeles Times found fascination with the park’s “true ghost town” status as 
early as 1989 and reported how the “outdoor museum” displayed “disintegrating bits and 
pieces of abandoned coal-mining towns reveal a bygone era”116  The unique experience of 
Kaymoor received coverage a decade later in a Charleston, West Virginia Newspaper as 
bringing “visitors face to face with the New River Gorge’s industrial past.”117 The article 
described the experience of the park: 
 Hikers can enter the mine’s rock-walled, steel door equipped powderhouse, peer into 
the mine portal, walk through the open-faced remnants of the mine’s office, and see 
the remnants of the Mountain Haulage Tramway tracks that once carried people 
and supplies into the canyon.118  
Another article described how, “a historic trail that thousands of miners hiked down on 
their way to the mine and up heading from the mine back to their homes” now offers  “great 
vistas to the white water of the New River and the cliffs that line the gorge.”119 Both 
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articles emphasize the rich amount of mining history available to absorb in addition to 
enjoying the outdoor and recreational aspects of the park. 
 Kaymoor’s success as a destination spurred the National Park Service to begin steps 
in 2005 to create a park in another abandoned coal company town in the New River Gorge, 
called the Nutallburg Mine Complex. 120 Nutallburg is described by the National Park 
Service as the most intact coal mining town in the gorge and in West Virgina. As of 2009, 
the Regional Director approved the Finding of No Significant Impact (FONSI), which 
concluded the planning process of this project.121  
 Just like cotton mill towns, coal towns were once a visible symbol of a new order. 
These industrial landscapes exploded in the face of barren wilderness and employed 
thousands. The Kaymoor and Sweetwater sites demonstrate a strategy of how the story of 
industrialization translates into the twenty-first century. Moreover, this narrative is 
delivered in a way that serves the public via provision of open space and preservation of the 
natural, cultural and historic resources. Abandoned sites by themselves may not be vehicles 
for tourism, but the two examples demonstrate that “ghost towns,” can be successful, non-
private attractions when paired with recreational opportunities.  
 Inherent in Sweetwater and Kaymoor’s successes was the ultimate goal of saving 
these sites. In both cases, the areas were awarded National Register nomination and then 
proceeded to form partnerships between various agencies. Sweetwater’s success was 
steeped in a non-profit’s unwavering volunteerism and dedication to not only preserving but 
interpreting the history of the site, whereas Kaymoor was a collaboration of the National 
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Park Service and the West Virginia SHPO. The point is that public sites like the ones 
discussed and like Henry River are multi-dimensional. There must be support from a 
group, whether a local or regional non-profit organization, a government or state agency or 
a collaboration of several different types who agree over a term of several years to make it a 
reality. Part Five is a critical argument for Henry River’s preservation as a public park, 
with inspiration derived from Sweetwater and Kaymoor. 
 
 
Fig. 5. Kaymoor Entrance. Digital Image. Available from: Flickr 
http://www.flickr.com/photos/jeua/3665334549/sizes/o/in/photostream/(accessed August 
21, 2012). This re-painted I-beam (contributing resource in nomination) which reads, 




 Fig 6. Signage on trail at Kaymoor Mine site, New River Gorge State Park. Photograph by 








Fig. 7. One of the mine openings with a coal cart still on its tracks. The grates are to keep 
visitors our of the mine. New River Gorge State Park. Photograph by author, July 2010. 
 
Fig. 8. Stabilized ruin of the powder house at Kay Moor Top. New River Gorge State Park. 







Fig. 9. Restored safety board sign at Kaymoor Top. This board is also a contributing 
resource in Kaymoor’s National Register nomination. Photograph by author, July 2010 
Fig. 10. Interpretive signage on the trail at Kaymoor Top. Photograph by author, July 2010 
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CHAPTER FIVE: ANALYSIS 
 In dealing with historic sites like Henry River in North Carolina, there are three 
basic approaches to saving these places. The first approach is to rehabilitate for private, 
typically residential use. A second method is to stabilize the historic resources and interpret 
them as a public historic site. A third, which this paper proposes, is to minimally stabilize 
the site as-is, with no reconstruction, for historic interpretation and a picturesque feature of 
a public park. This chapter discusses, in detail, each approach and why the first two are not 
appropriate for the Henry River Mill Village. 
First approach: Rehabilitation for Private Use 
There is a precedent and basis for preservation of defunct industrial complexes, 
including mill towns, in North Carolina. Preservation North Carolina (PNC) took an active 
interest in the state’s industrial heritage in the 1970s after an inventory of the state’s 
historic industrial properties was published.122 The organization utilized federal 
preservation tax credits to rehabilitate historic properties throughout the 1990s and 
successfully advocated for a state tax credit in 1997. In 2006, a pioneering “Mills Bill” 
passed in the North Carolina Senate.123 This bill increased the state tax credit from twenty 
percent to either thirty or forty percent, depending on the wealth of the county.  
The impetus of the “mills bill” resulted from the closure of many textile, tobacco and 
furniture plants. According to the North Carolina State Historic Preservation Office, a 
property is eligible for state mill rehabilitation tax credits if it is a certified historic 
structure that has been eighty percent vacant for at least two years, functioned as 
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manufacturing facility or for ancillary manufacturing purposes, or as a warehouse used for 
selling agricultural products, or as public or private utility.124   
When the bill was due for renewal in 2010, “the SHPO reported that the 
rehabilitation of twenty-three mills was underway or completed, with an estimated $304.4 
million in rehabilitation expenditures. The credit was extended without opposition.”125 
Historic tax and mill credit rehabilitations proved immensely successful in North Carolina: 
the credits generated 1.4billion dollars in economic impact by 2007. Because of the financial 
incentive of the mill tax credit, the adaptive reuse of defunct industrial buildings and 
complexes is ubiquitous in the state.  Arguably, PNC’s most notable adaptive reuse projects 
include the revitalization and rehabilitation of two abandoned textile mill villages: Edenton 
and Glencoe Mill Villages. 
 The Edenton Mill opened in 1899 and by 1923 over seventy houses were constructed 
around the mill for workers.  Edenton closed in 1995 and the owner of the property, a 
company called Unifi, donated the forty-four acre site to PNC.  The fifty-seven workers’ 
homes that remained were sold individually and renovated by the new owners.  The main 
mill building was purchased by a private developer and converted into luxury 
condominiums.  The units inside the former mill are spacious and range from 1700-2600 
square feet.  The new residents of these “cotton mill condos” enjoy amenities such as a 
private pool and covered parking.126  Another structure on the property--the former 
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Edenton Cotton Mill office building—now houses the Northeast Regional Office of PNC and 
the Edenton Cotton Mill Museum of History, which is open on weekends.127 
  
The Glencoe Mill followed Edenton’s success. PNC purchased the 1880s Glencoe Mill 
Village through a bargain sale in 1997.  The 105-acre complex consisted of thirty-two 
vacant mill houses, the main mill building as well as several ancillary structures sited 
along the Haw River. Similar to Edenton, individual owners purchased and renovated the 
workers’ housing. Further, contextual new construction filled vacant lots where mill houses 
formerly stood.  Prospective buyers were encouraged to “Build Your Own Historic Home!” 
and PNC’s website explains how, “By constructing new homes on these lots where original 
houses once stood, Glencoe residents are returning the look and feel of this historic 
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Accessed July 15, 2012 
Fig. 1. Floorplans of former Edenton Cotton Mill Factory after condominium conversion. 
Credit: http://pacsir.com/cottonmill_condos.html Accessed July 15, 2012. 
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community to what it was over 125 years ago.”128 Re-occupied by upwardly mobile 
residents, Glencoe’s “look” and “feel” as a residential community is anything like what it 
was 125 years ago, which was the home to an emerging poverty class and a region of people 
living communally for the first time.  Like Edenton, there is an interpretive textile heritage 
museum inside the former mill office/company store and there are plans underway to 
develop the main mill and ancillary buildings for private use. Tax credits, protective 
covenants and design guidelines were utilized. 
There is a public aspect of the Glencoe Mill Village: Glencoe/Great Bend Park, a 
twenty-four acre public park that is sited below the industrial buildings along the Haw 
River. The Burlington Times called the park “the offspring of a marriage between history 
and recreation.”  It offers passive recreation such as trails, picnic areas and river access for 
canoes and kayaks and serves as a connector to the Haw River Trail, a corridor that 
preserves viewsheds and open space along the river.129 The Haw River Trail is a seventy-
mile long multi-use trail along the Haw River composed of a Land Trail with access points 
to the river and “Paddle Trail,”130 or “Blueway.”131  
Great Bend Park was funded through a partnership between the Alamance County 
Recreation Department and the state Department of Cultural Resources (DCR). The 
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129 Robert Boyer, “Glencoe Park continues to sprout” The Times-News (Burlington, NC) December 
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130 The Haw River Trail website: http://www.thehaw.org/Conservation_efforts/WhatWeDo.html 
Accessed July 17, 2012 
 
131 A “Blueway” is the name for sites that are accessible for paddling. Blueways are a result of 
collaboration between the North Carolina Paddle Trails Association and North Carolina State Trails 
and Tourism.  More information available at www.ncsu.edu/ncblueways (accessed August 1, 2012).  
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$330,000 required to purchase the river frontage came from grants from the Natural 
Heritage Trust Fund and the Clean Water Management Trust Fund.  DCR bought the land 
and leases it to the county, which in turn maintains the park. The creation of the park was 
created without utilizing county tax dollars and is an asset to a region which was in dire 
need of a park.132 Because both of these former ghost towns became fully repopulated, these 
projects serve as the basis for mill rehabilitations in the state.  
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Fig. 2. Floorplates of the former Glencoe Cotton Mill Factory buildings. Plans for 
development include condominiums and artist studios. Credit: 





Fig. 3. Site map of Glencoe Park. Credit:  http://www.alamance-
nc.com/fileadmin/alamance/Recreation%20and%20Parks/docs/Great%20Bend%20Park




Second Approach: Stabilization and Interpretation as a Public Historic Site 
A second preservation approach is the stabilization and interpretation of the 
surviving structures as a public state historic site. Two successful examples of this strategy 
in North Carolina include the Somerset Place Historic Site and Pettigrew State Park, 
located in Creswell in Eastern Carolina and Stone Mountain State Park in western North 
Carolina.  Both sites as they exist today are a result of partnerships between the 
Department of Natural Resources and the Department of Cultural Resources. These areas 
serve as examples of public spaces that are a marriage of historic and cultural, as well as 
natural resources. 
SOMERSET PLACE/PETTIGREW STATE PARK 
 Somerset Place is an example of an antebellum plantation in the Upper South.  
During its years of operation from 1785 until 1865, Somerset served as one of the Upper 
South’s most expansive plantation complexes.  It produced large quantities of agriculture in 
its fields as well as lumber, which was processed in numerous grist mills located on the 
property.   
 The Civil War of 1863-65 rendered the plantation system obsolete and Somerset 
became completely abandoned by 1870. The property remained neglected and vacant for 
seventy years until 1937 when it was absorbed by the Federal Farm Security 
Administration.  In 1939, the state of North Carolina obtained control of the land via a 99-
year lease with the United States Department of Agriculture.  Following this, the 
plantation house and seven other structures on the eight acre site became a part of the then 
new Pettigrew State Park—North Carolina’s sixth state park. Twenty years later, the 
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buildings and grounds became a state historic site and property under the North Carolina 
DCR. 
The grandiose plantation property consisted of residential and industrial 
components.  In its hey-day, the Somerset complex possessed barns, stables, grist mills, a 
hospital, an Episcopal chapel, a kitchen, dairy, smoke and salthouse and 26 structures 
which housed slaves and homes for non-enslaved residents of the plantation. Of the original 
structures, seven original historic buildings on the property survive and have been restored. 
Additionally, several structures were reconstructed as a part of the interpretation of the 
plantation community. Additionally, there are numerous excavated archaeological building 
sites that compose the plantation landscape. 
Somerset is administered by the Division of Archives and History of the North 
Carolina Department of Cultural Resources.  It occupies eight acres within the 1200 acre 
Pettigrew State Park, which is described as an “ideal blend of nature, history and 
recreation.”133  It is the only plantation in North Carolina that is preserved as a state 
historic site. Somerset educates the public about its eighty year span as a plantation 
through the lens of the plantation owners; the slaves; employed whites and free blacks 
while offering camping, boating, picnicking, and nature programs.  
STONE MOUNTAIN STATE PARK 
Located in Western North Carolina, Stone Mountain State Park spans Wilkes and 
Allegany counties and is another example of collaboration between the North Carolina 
State Park system and the DCR. Like Somerset/Pettigrew, Stone Mountain is a blend of 
history, natural and recreational resources, all to key to rural landscape preservation. 
                                                          




Stone Mountain offers several recreational activities which include camping, rock climbing, 
and eight different hiking trails.  
Stone Mountain was settled by immigrants of English, Scotch-Irish, French and 
German descent who set up self-sufficient communities there. These communities no longer 
exist, but a single homestead within the park has been preserved. The homestead, called 
the Hutchinson Homestead, comprises a log cabin, barn, blacksmith shop, corncrib and a 
meathouse.134 The farm was constructed at some point during the mid-nineteenth century 
and was restored in 1998. The homestead is representative of the early settlements of the 
mountain region and is interpreted by recordings which explain how the farm operated 
before becoming a state park. Visitors can walk the homestead grounds when the buildings 
are closed.  
Another component of South Mountain State Park is the Garden Creek Baptist 
Church.  The church is one of the few historic churches in Wilkes County, North Carolina 
that retains a high degree of architectural integrity. Established in 1897, the building is 
devoid of any major renovations or alterations.  Like the homestead, visitors are allowed to 
walk the grounds of the historic church when the building is not open. These historic 
structures are augmented by a Mountain Culture Exhibit within the park office which 
features a still and loom representative of the historic settlement.  
Third approach: Stabilize in Ruinous State as a Historic and Picturesque Feature of a 
Public Park 
Henry River Village has certain characteristics that differ greatly from the Glencoe 
and Edenton villages and is too small to be a state park.  First, residential conversion for 




Henry River Village is not viable because a major road—Henry River Road—completely 
bisects the entire village. Glencoe and Edenton do not have major thoroughfares located 
within the villages themselves. The width of the street encroaches closely on the houses 
because it doubled in width when it was widened. Another issue with the Henry River 
Village is the absence of the main mill building, which usurps opportunity for the creation 
of residential conversion or another purpose. Several private developers and realtors over 
the years visited the site and agreed that residential conversion of the houses was not 
feasible because they are simply too small and not marketable.135 Further, ideas for 
rehabilitation for other private use have been stymied by the red tape of building codes and 
a complete lack of modern updates at the site, which is exacerbated by a hefty price tag for 
the property. 
While Henry River may lack a mill building or the qualifications for a residential 
rehabilitation, its authentic landscape on the cusp of sprawl makes it truly one of a kind. 
According to Judith Francis, former Planning Director of Burke County who has worked in 
some aspect of the state’s parks, planning and/or natural resource for seventeen years, 
explained that there is no comparison to the Henry River site in North Carolina. Most 
villages, of the ones that are left, do not survive intact like Henry River. Francis explained 
how company store tokens can still be found on the ground in the village and how items are 
still on the shelves in the Company Store; that Henry River is, “the real deal” and “truly a 
gem.”136  It has been argued that in North Carolina, “ …the clock is ticking on our state’s 
industrial heritage. It’s folly to think that we can preserve these places as museums or as 
                                                          







sentimental ruins.”137  It is certainly not viable to save every vacant industrial complex by 
“freezing” it in time for the public to see, but preserving one site in this way could be 
possible. 
Sites like Henry River pose unique problems to the prescribed preservation formula 
for abandoned mills. Many former industrial sites experiencing a renaissance in North 
Carolina are financially successful at the price of authentic heritage. One could argue that 
“through adaptive reuse, spaces in which mill hands worked become remembered as the 
setting for the consumption of commodities.”138 A site like Henry River, for which there is 
no comparison, lays an inherent commodity.  The adulteration of this village for private use 
would eclipse future generations from an irreplaceable and incomparable resource. 
Financially speaking, it would also be the most economical to minimally stabilize the 
historic resources as opposed to rehabilitation, renovation, and/or reconstruction. As the 
case of Sweetwater Creek demonstrated, over the years the park could evolve as it acquires 
a budget.  In the short-term, minimal stabilization is the best option especially because the 
acquisition costs would be high.  
At Henry River, there is plenty to interpret as-is. Preservation in this form, as a 
“ghost town,” represents the state’s textile heritage in the purest form because its ruinous 
state does not conceal the post-industrial condition of the departed textile industry. 
Refurbished historic sites are not realistic representations of the condition of the recent 
past. Henry River Mill Village could serve as the first and only representation of an intact, 
post-industrial textile landscape in North Carolina. While it is not realistic for every single 
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Professional Geographer 52, No. 4 (2000): 689. 
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mill town in North Carolina to be preserved as an outdoor museum, it is also true that 
there is no mill town left to preserve in this form. 
There are several practicalities built into the Henry River site. For it to be successful 
like Sweetwater Creek, Kaymoor or the smaller-scale Great Bend Park, it needs to serve as 
some type of a destination. Interesting enough, the village has already proven to be an 
attraction in its current dilapidated form. The village attracted a national audience after 
the debut of The Hunger Games film. Since the release of the film, the village has been 
“bombarded” by fans driving by and taking photos day and night.139 The North Carolina 
Tourism site, VisitNC.com offered a four-day, $389.00 per person Hunger Games itinerary, 
including a drive through Henry River and a visit to the local history museum in Hildebran, 
where visitors can learn more about the history of the village. The film is a trilogy, so at 
least two more movies are expected to be shot at the location. The Hunger Games movie 
brought more than sixty million dollars to the North Carolina economy, which made it the 
highest profile film created in the state to date.140 
After the hype from the film dies down, Henry River needs other attributes to 
survive as a destination. In this case, its riparian and interstate connectivity are the keys to 
its potential. The river that runs along the southern tip of the property is not only a high 
quality water resource but has the potential to be a blueway connecter to other paddle 
trails throughout the state. North Carolina has invested heavily in programming for 
natural resource and recreational corridors, along with funding for them, during the past 
decade.  
                                                          






One of the innovative programs is the Carolina Thread Trail, affectionately named 
for North Carolina’s textile heritage. It was created in 2005 by the Foundation for the 
Carolinas after convening with community leaders and organizations. Collectively, these 
entities concluded that the region’s most pressing and environmental need was the 
preservation of open space.  “The Thread” officially launched in 2007 and is  
A project focused on preserving natural corridors and connecting people to nature 
through a network of connected trails…[it] strengthens the region and promotes 
better health and land conservation by connecting people, businesses and 
communities.141  
The Thread Trail is a fifteen county collaborative project that links communities and 
existing parks with greenway corridors and trails in which stream buffers will be protected 
and preserve downstream drinking water supplies. However, it does not currently include 
Burke County in its current plan. “The Thread” falls just miles short of reaching the Henry 
River Mill Village, which nearly straddles Burke and Catawba Counties (Catawba County 
is a participating county). The inclusion of the Henry River Mill site in the Thread Trail 
could work because of the potential access to other greenways via the river and could serve 
as a part of the statewide “Paddle Trails” program. This would form the needed recreation 
component for the site and it is harmonious with open space preservation.    
 In regard to states protection as a park, the state acknowledged that Henry River 
Mill Village’s 72 acres could be a great park destination and/or trail head for the Carolina 
Thread Trail, and that the site might make for a great cultural park. However, there are 
two reasons why it does not meet the minimum criteria for protection and acquisition as a 
North Carolina State Park.  According to the North Carolina Natural Heritage Program, 
                                                          





the natural resources of this site are only of regional significance.  This is an important 
factor, as state parks are typically based around protecting higher-quality natural 
resources that are either of state-wide or national significance.  Despite the noted cultural 
significance of the site, this quality alone does not rise to the level of state park 
consideration. 
 Additionally, the minimum size for a state park is four-hundred acres.  The historic 
site and the few surrounding undeveloped lands do not add up to enough land for a state 
park.  Those additional parcels would also need to have high-quality natural resource 
significance or be needed for facility development for the state to consider purchasing those 
lands. Because of these reasons, the Henry River site was not considered in New Parks for 
a New Century, the latest statewide review of potential new candidate lands for state 
parks. 142 
While the glaring problem for state protection of Henry River is its sheer size, proof 
that it could be protected lies in the example of Great Bend Park at Glencoe, which is about 
a third of the size of Henry River at twenty-four acres. As mentioned, Great Bend Park was 
made possible through funding from grants from the Natural Heritage Trust Fund and the 
Clean Water Management Trust Fund because of its siting along the Haw River.  
 The General Assembly of North Carolina established the Natural Heritage Trust 
Fund in 1987 because the state’s rapid growth was “threatening to unravel the remarkable 
fabric of natural and cultural history that makes North Carolina such a special place.”143 
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The NHTF protects the state’s natural and cultural resources, but also supports the 
protection of lands rich in historic and cultural significance144 Integral to preservation of 
these landscapes is the awareness on landowners’ behalf of these programs and how they 
work, as far too few are aware.145 Areas like Henry River Village  
…claim a distinctive settlement and cultural history that can be a source of interest 
and education to tourists and residents. For the area to capitalize on historic and 
natural assets, these resources must be managed for the long term. Haphazard and 
unrestricted development…can deplete and despoil those very assets. Development 
history across the United States is replete with examples of unplanned development 
that destroys the natural assets, causing congestion, excessive air and water 
pollution, resulting in decline in sense of place.”146  
Similar to Great Bend, the presence of a clean water supply could make the site eligible for 
clean water funds which could aid acquisition and park development. The Clean Water 
Management Trust Fund is also a relatively young program in the state, established by the 
General Assembly in 1996.  The CWMTF issues grants to local governments, state agencies 
and conservation non-profits that address water pollution problems.  According to their 
website, the CWMTF finances projects for the restoration and/or protection of water, and 
offers funds for the contribution toward a network of riparian buffers and greenways for 
environmental, educational and recreational benefits.147  Although Henry River’s resources 
do not rise to the level of state significance, they are of regional significance and these funds 
could be applied to the site if it were created as a county park, like Great Bend. 
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 Funding is available for the creation of local parks through the North Carolina 
Parks and Recreation Trust Fund. The PRTF provides matching local grants to local units 
of government for land acquisition and development strictly related to public recreation 
use.  In order to receive these funds, a local government must have long-term site control of 
the property for it to be eligible for the program.148 That said, the largest impediment to 
saving Henry River, whether for its historic, cultural or natural significance is the case of 
its ownership. The Burke County Planning Department a decade ago wanted the Henry 
River site to be open to the public in some form, which included a recreational aspect, and 
had steps in place to get the property on the National Register of Historic Places. The town 
of Hildebran was on record saying that it would be willing to run and fund utilities to the 
site in the case of this development. (There is currently no public water, sewer or electricity 
at the property). This effort was stymied by adamant opposition by the owner of the 
property and acquisition of the site with public money was out of reach because of the 
expensive asking price.149   
The property is still for sale and the current asking price as of August 2012 is 1.4 
million dollars, or close to $20,000 per acre. This price has been criticized as inflated by 
several parties, including Preservation North Carolina, several government officials and 
local citizens.  An inherent problem with assessing the value of this site is that Burke 
County’s tax assessments occur every seven years. Because of the current economic 
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situation, any appraisal of the property needs to be less than two years old because the 
values fluctuate greatly from year to year. Value is also usually determined by comparing 
recent sales to “like” properties—and there arguably isn’t a comparable property to the 
Henry River site because it is so special and unique. Without ownership by a public entity, 
funding from the Natural Heritage, Clean Water, and the Parks and Recreation Trust 
Funds cannot benefit Henry River. Someone needs to buy this property outright, despite 
the inflated cost, and establish some type of public-private entity (similar to how the 
Central Park Conservancy is run in New York City) so that this site can be saved.  
The first recommendation for preservation of the Henry River Village is the re-
establishment of a preservation committee with the purpose of collecting money to fund 
acquisition of the site, since this is the only way at this moment in time the site can be 
protected. There is potential for this, as there is a substantial preservation constituency 
related to the site.  Hundreds of members already exist in the Henry River Mill Village 
Facebook group, which is completely separate from fans of the Hunger Games movie. 
Further, Arcadia Publishing released in July of 2012 Images of America: Henry River Mill 
Village  which was completed because of an outpouring of historic photographs and stories 
from people related to the village. Building a preservation constituency is crucial and has 
the potential to raise money and become the most important part of the village’s future. 
 Because of the owner’s protests, only after acquisition of the property could a past-
due and much needed architectural and conditions survey be conducted for the purpose of 
listing the village on the National Register of Historic Places. A relationship with the North 
Carolina State Historic Preservation Office needs to be established. The eligibility and 
listing on the National Register would protect the property under Section 106 of the 
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Historic Preservation Act of 1966 and would make structures on the property eligible for 
federal and state rehabilitation tax credits, including mill tax credits.   
Tax credits could be used to restore the company store either as an income or non-
income producing property. The company store is the only extant masonry structure that 
remains and retains the highest degree of integrity and serves as the centerpiece of the 
village since the mill building no longer exists. The two-story, rectilinear footprint of the 
company store offers a versatile floor plate for many different uses. This building could 
serve as a visitor’s center, a place to rent kayaks for the paddle trail and a gift shop. 
Following Sweetwater Creek’s example of renting out conference and/or event space, the 
second floor of the building could be utilized in that form. Western North Carolina identifies 
with its mountain heritage and this building is representative of the culture and history of 
the region and would make a much more attractive rentable space for events compared to 
spaces in strip-malls nearby. 
 It is unknown what state of decay the wood frame worker housing is in. Many of the 
houses are in ruins, with only foundations and chimneys that survive. The surviving houses 
should be stabilized and preserved as-is in the beginning stages of preservation because of 
capital and the tourist potential.  People are currently flocking to the site to view it as it 
currently is and this should be capitalized upon. In later phases of development, 
preservation of the individual houses should be revisited, dependent on funds. The main 
mill building, machine shop and other ancillary industrial structures should also be 
stabilized and these resources should be interpreted for the public. The dam, which is still 




 The ruins of buildings, as well as the infrastructure at Henry River could be 
interpreted with signage displaying historic photographs, a map of the original village 
layout and excerpts from former employees and residents. There could also be an oral 
history component, as several former residents and their descendants survive, many of 
which feel a deep connection to the village. The interpretation of this site has the potential 
to encompass many levels. There is the story of the workers and owners as well as the 
stories of textile manufacturing and industrialization. Depending on how visitors move 
through the landscape, there will be a different story to tell. 
The site has an interesting spatial nature.  At the bottom of the hill at the river, 
there is the site of the former bridge, the remnants of the mill building and machine shop, 
and the dam. The remains of this industrial infrastructure could be accompanied with 
historic photographs of the factory and narratives about a typical work day inside a cotton 
mill. Technology could be interpreted near the river, explaining how the village layout 
depended on the Henry River for hydropower and discussion of the adoption of steam power 
later. From the river banks, the original owners’ homes are visible across the river and 
overlook the village. Although privately occupied, the social stratification and paternalism 
of textile villages could be interpreted from this area, with the larger, looming owners’ 
homes contrasted with the meager employee housing located across the river. 
 As one moves north through the landscape to approach the company store and the 
residential section of the village, interpretive signage can explain how the path from the 
river up the hill is the same path that workers traveled daily, as mill employees did not 
have cars during the era when the mill commenced operations. Individual homes could be 
interpreted with plaques about which families lived in them and be accompanied with 
historic photographs of the people. The focus of the lives of the workers would take 
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precedent here. Privies located in backyards should be interpreted to communicate what 
mill village living was like. It should be emphasized that Henry River Village is one 
example of how thousands of North Carolinians lived for nearly a century. 
 The utilization of the outdoor space at Henry River Village will rely on recreation of 
the water and the land. Former roads still exist within the village and could serve as paths 
for the creation of trails. New trails could interpret different themes of the history of the 
village, such as technology, the laborers and textile history as mentioned above. The site 
should also provide areas for picnic shelters, possibly in areas where houses have burned 
down and the ground is already at a level grade. This would preserve the topography fo the 
landscape and add another opportunity for interpretation. For example, “the ground is flat 
in this certain picnic area because it is where a house used to stand, where many meals 
were eaten.” 
 Access to the water is crucial and there is ample opportunity for fishing and 
boating.  Historic pathway, stair,  and retaining walls already compose a path to the river. 
As mentioned, the company store, after renovation, could provide rentals of canoes and/or 
kayaks to facilitate this type of recreation. The Henry River is the key element in the 
village as it could serve as the connecter to next-door Catawba County which is has 
inclusion in the Carolina Thread Trail. The site as a connection to part of a greenway 
and/or recreational corridor makes the preservation of the site more viable, as the river 
frees it from isolation otherwise as a blocked-in park only accessible by car.  
Henry River has been preserved as a ruin for over half of a century simply because 
of neglect and its isolation because of ownership. During this time, an appreciation and 
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interest of the state’s industrial heritage developed in the forms of scholarship150, and much 
reinvestment occurred in the form of preservation where it was economically viable. During 
this industrial adaptive reuse renaissance, Henry River fell to the wayside because it had 
specific problems, mostly due to ownership. It had integrity problems such as a missing 
main mill building and several workers’ housing. It was not considered ideal for residential 
conversion because of the width, volume and vehicular saturation of the major road which 
bisects the village. Additionally, doubts existed that the village as it currently exists could 
ever function as an attraction. Henry River’s success as a destination as a “ghost town” 
after the Hunger Games film disproves any doubts of the village’s attractiveness in its 
current vacant state. 
With burgeoning private investment in North Carolina’s industrial heritage, the 
future of the state’s industrial building stock as brick and mortar is no longer jeopardized. 
However, how these buildings are represented and survive have little to do with their 
original manifestations.  Square footage and exposed brick beckon urbane consumers in 
manipulated landscapes, while decaying wood frame duplexes upon rolling, mountain hills 
are a developer’s nightmare and a preservationist’s dream.  Just as the mills cannot be left 
to negatively impact the state’s economy; it would also be folly to have an entire state 
devoid of a place for the textile people of North Carolina, whose labors formed the first 
industrial economy that North Carolina ever witnessed.  
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Fig. 4. Star indicating location of the Henry River site by comparison and proximity to the 
Carolina Thread Trail. From the Carolina Thread Trail’s interactive map: Accessed: 





Fig. 5. The Edenton Mill Village is highlighted in blue. Notice the large footprint of the mill 
building on the right-hand side and the adjacent four rectilinear blocks with mill housing to 
the left. An important factor at Edenton was the village’s composure of small blocks; a 





Fig. 6. Glencoe Mill Village appears above, outlined in blue. The orange line represents 
the path of the Haw River, of which the village is sited upon. Like Edenton, notice that the 













Fig. 7. The Henry River site as a comparison to the other rehabbed mill villages. The main 




HENRY RIVER IMAGE APPENDIX: A walk through town. Photographs by author. 
Top: A worker’s cottage 
on the east side of 
Henry River road, with 
another house in the 
background. 
Bottom: Looking south 
along Henry River 
Road towards the 




Above: One of roads that survives in the village on the east side of Henry River Road. 




Top: Shutters cling to a window at 
Henry River. 
Bottom: Looking north from Henry 
River Road, a worker’s house with a 




Above: Looking up along the “mill hill” 
along Henry River Road. Notice the 
presence of sidewalks. 
Bottom: An outhouse on the east side of 





Top: Blue paint and a couch remain inside a worker 
cottage with a fireplace mantel visible in the 
background. 




Above: The Henry River Company Store survives with original windows and paint. This 





Top: Looking east into the village. 





Top: A broken window on the north façade of 
the company store. 
Below: A larger-sized worker’s house located 
behind the company store along an abandoned 








Top: Another view of the company store and one of the fieldstone retaining walls in the village. 
Bottom: The bridge that spans the river and gorge. This view is looking north. 
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Top: Looking east from Henry River Road, with an abandoned road and two houses. Note the retaining 
wall and sidewalk accompaniment. 




Top: A worker’s house on the west side of Henry River Road immediately after crossing the bridge. 
Bottom: A detail of the above house. 
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Above: A lot on the west side of Henry River Road where a house used to be; only the 
sidewalk remains. 
Bottom: Another worker’s cottage. 
122 
 
Top: A view looking east of a remaining house and a curving road. 
Bottom: A worker’s house on the east side of the street, note how close Henry River Road 
encroaches onto the property. 
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Top: A house on the west side of Henry River Road.  
Bottom: The date “1955” in some poured concrete in the sidewalk on the west side of 
Henry River Road. 
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Looking south from the top of the hill. The Blue Ridge Mountains, pine trees and rolling hills 
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